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Remembrance and reflection, how alliedWhat thin partitions sense from thought divide.-Pope

INTRODUCTION"Mark Clifton is one of the twelve most influential writers of science fiction,” says writer, critic and Nebula award winner Barry Maltzberg. Unfortunately Mark Clifton (1906-63) wrote only a handful of short stories, beginning with “What Have I Done?” in 1952, and four novels during the all too brief writing career that ended with his death in 1963. Many of his stories have been selected for various “best of” anthologies both before and after his passing. Among them are “What Have I Done?,” “Star Bright,” “We're Civilized,” “A Woman's Place,” “What Now, Little Man?,” and “Hang Head, Vandal.” Of his four novels, They'd Rather Be Right, with collaborator Frank Riley, won the 1955 Hugo Award, and one, the four novelettes that comprise What Thin Partitions was never issued in book form, due to his untimely and unanticipated passing (although, strangely, its sequel, When they Come from Space, was published in hardcover).
Clifton spent most of his adult life in various forms of personnel work, compiling over 200,000 profiles, and what these revealed to him about human nature formed one of the major themes of his fiction. Another major theme was the emergence of people with extraordinary powers—from telepathy to levitation—which he believed human beings might be capable of developing. Clifton believed he had had his own brushes with ESP (or as SF writers have it, “psi"), but kept these views to himself after being castigated for them by hard-headed realist H. L. Gold, editor of the leading science fiction magazine of the time, Galaxy.
In What Thin Partitions, which will remind eclectic readers more than somewhat of the Alexander Bott sub-genre of literature, Ralph Kennedy, who is, oddly enough, a personnel director and psychologist has a series of comic encounters with levitators, mind readers, and other equally gifted individuals, that are light-hearted throughout, but rise to an affecting, and inspiring, conclusion. These stories, as The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction points out, “apply the tone of hard science fiction to subjects derived from the soft sciences,” while “conveying a comfortable lucidity and optimism about the relation between technology and progress.” What Thin Partitions is a must-read for any science fiction fan!
Jean Marie Stine
10/03/2003

PART ONEWHAT THIN PARTITIONS(with Alex Apostolides)Even after four years, the changing of the shifts at Computer Research, Inc., fascinated me. Perhaps it was because the plant had grown so fast, fed by the steadily increasing government orders. Perhaps it was seeing the long line of windowless buildings across the grassy square suddenly boil at their base as two thousand employees surged in and out at the sound of the shift bell.
Could be, as personnel director, I liked to speculate on which of those intent or laughing faces would suddenly cease to be an abstract problem and become a real one. Or the other way around; could be I liked to get away from the pile of reports on my desk, and just remind myself by looking at all these people that there could be even more problems than there were.
There could be problems I had never faced before. Could be there were things behind those faces streaming past my window of which I'd never dreamed. I found myself staring even more intently at the faces, trying to catch a glimpse of such possibilities. But, then, how could we recognize something of which we've never even dreamed?
"Is your intercom signal out of order, Mr. Kennedy?” my secretary's voice broke in on my reflections. I turned from the window and looked at her with a start. She was standing in the doorway with that half accusing and half understanding look on her face, so characteristic of her.
"I suppose I just didn't hear it, Sara,” I answered. “Or didn't want to hear it,” I amended, being honest with her. “What is it this time?"
"A termination,” she answered. “P-1, Assembler. Annie Malasek.” I sighed and walked over to my desk. I wasn't in much of a mood to go into my act; it was late in the afternoon and I felt I'd done my day's work already. But it was my job to keep any employee who rated P-1, Production Very Top Class, from leaving us if it were possible. There weren't many who ever got that good, and the few who did were too valuable to entrust to the assistants, interviewers and counselors, in the outer Offices.
"O.K., Sara,” I agreed. “Send her in."
Sara turned away from my door, and I picked up some papers from my desk and began looking at them. I was above making employees stand and wait while I pretended to be busy; that was a little man's trick. But I wasn't above pretending I was glad to interrupt important work just for them. It was a part of my act which worked-sometimes.
It didn't seem to have much effect on Annie, however. She just stood there in my doorway looking hostile.
"All I want is my check,” she said with emphasis.
I smiled a little more and indicated the crying chair with my eyes. She didn't obey my unspoken request. So I spoke it. She still hesitated in the doorway, her training to obedience battling with her independence. Independence won, temporarily.
"All I want is my check,” she repeated, and then made the expected mistake. “I ain't here to make trouble for nobody."
"Is that the reputation I've got over in the plant, Mrs. Malasek?” I asked softly, putting the right amount of ruefulness in my voice, shrugging my shoulders a little bitterly. “That nobody wants to talk to me because I'll make trouble?"
It caught her off base, of course, as I'd intended. “No sir,” she said hastily, “I didn't mean that."
"Then suppose you sit down,” I said firmly, “and tell me what the trouble is.” This time obedience won, naturally. She sat down on the edge of the chair and leaned forward. She wasn't committing herself completely, not until she'd got her anger off her chest. They never do. They steam themselves up for days or weeks, and you've got to turn the right pet cocks and let the steam escape gradually, or else they'll blow their top.
She started in with a lot of trivialities and I let her run on for a while. They seldom tell you what's really bothering them-it's too close to them, they're afraid you'll think it is silly. That's where most counselors fall down. They take these surface complaints as being the real issues, and waste all their effort striking at shadows.
"What's really bothering you, Annie?” I asked after a time. I gave her that look which says, “These things you've been talking about are all right to tell other people, but you and I, we know-"
It caught her off base again. As usual, she hadn't intended to tell me the real trouble. And now she had to. She sat back a little into the crying chair, an unconscious admission that I'd won. Two large crystal tears began forming to her black eyes and began to run down her leathery cheeks.
Without making a production out of it, I opened my top drawer and took a clean handkerchief from the stack. I shoved it across the desk at her, without appearing to notice what I was doing. Without appearing to notice what she was doing, she picked it up and dabbed at her cheeks.
"It's about Jennie,” she said after a moment's hesitation. She wasn't sobbing. It was just that the tears kept welling up and starting to run down her cheeks before she remembered to wipe them away.
"Jennie?” I prompted.
"My kid,” she answered. “She don't get along with the other kids in your nursery."
I winced inwardly as she identified the plant nursey as my personal project. It was. And it was a sore spot, maybe a mistake. I hadn't thought it out very far. It seemed like such a good idea to make provision for care of the small children right there at the plant. But it's one thing to handle employees. It's something else entirely to start handling their children-and do it successfully.
"The teachers neither,” she said, and this time her hostility flared up, hotter than ever. Unreason took over again. “I want my check, and then I'm going to march straight down to the Industrial Welfare Commission. They'd be very interested in certain things about cer-"
"What did the teachers do?” I interrupted in a casual tone, just as if her threat to call in the IWC weren't a real one. Once those lovely theorists who learned sociology from a book written by a sociologist who learned things from a book written by-"
"They lie about my little Jennie,” Annie answered hotly. But her eyes showed she wasn't too sure they were lying. Too plainly they showed dread, uncertainty, guilt, fear.
I picked up my pencil and began twirling it in my fingers. I wasn't ready for her to realize I had looked into her eyes. She had to go through her defensive pattern first, get it out of her system. I kept my eyes on the pencil.
"What kind of lies?” I asked.
"They say I got to take Jennie outta the nursery,” she said, her eyes glaring anger. “They say my Jennie ain't good enough to be with other kids."
I knew the teachers in the nursery well. I'd picked them. Considering the jobs they had, they were pretty nice gals. Reasonably practical, too, considering they had degrees in education that were exceptional.
"What do they really say, Annie?” I asked quietly.
"They say they can't manage Jennie,” she answered truculently. “They say she throws things.” We were getting down to bedrock now. A fond mother defending a spoiled brat, a little monster sweet only to mother's eyes.
"And does she?” I asked, and was so far off the beam I wasn't even braced for the answer.
"She can't help it if things just fly through the air when she gets mad,” Annie said defensively. “They always gripe over there because fires start around her. I just get burned up, Mr. Kennedy, when I think about it. She can't help it if she starts fires. Anyway, they're only little ones that really don't hurt anyone."
I kept quiet.
"She don't start the fires because she don't have no matches,” Annie said with determined logic. “How could she start fires without no matches?"
"Did it ever happen at home?” I asked.
Annie dropped her eyes and began to twist her fingers around one another in her lap.
"Lately,” she said almost soundlessly. “That's why I brought her down to the nursery here. She was all alone in the room we rent. I got nobody but her, nobody to look out for her. I got to work hard all the time."
I had a sudden vision of the stark barrenness of this woman's life. Husband gone, or maybe never had one. Neighbors with their nasty little suspicions kept in a roiling turmoil these days by world conditions, delighting in relieving the monotony of their lives by dark looks, remarks they'd know she'd overhear. A small child, locked in a bare room all day, not playing with the other children, a mother coming home at night too tired to more than feed her.
The picture was all too clear, and nagging somewhere at the back of my mind was a series of case histories of children with similar environments.
"Annie,” I said suddenly, “let me took into it. Let me talk to the teachers, get their side of the story. And I'd like to talk to Jennie too, if you don't mind."
The tears welled up faster now, flowed in a steady stream. She dabbed at her eyes and blew her nose with a loud honk. A part of my mind registered that Sara would hear the honk and interpret it as the signal to get the next interview ready. This one was over. The problem had been transferred from the employee to me, as usual. Only this time I wasn't sure yet what the problem was, or whether I could handle it.
"Now suppose you go on over to work, Annie,” I said, “and forget about this quitting business. There'll be time to do that later, if I can't help you."
She stood up now and walked toward the door, “I'll get a demerit for being absent from my bench too long,” she said, as she put her hand on the door. “I've got a P-1 rating. I don't want no demerits.” There didn't seem to be much distinction in her mind between her big problems and her little ones.
"I'll sign a slip to your foreman,” I agreed, and pulled a pad toward me. Of course I knew the foremen saved these excuse slips to flourish as an alibi when their production stumped; but I'd fight that battle out, as usual, at the next management conference.
Annie walked out the door, holding the white slip aloft as if it were a prize of some sort. Sara stood silently in the doorway until the outer door had closed.
"You took nine minutes on that beef,” she said. “You're slipping."
"The union prefers we call them grievances,” I said loftily.
"Well, there's another beef waiting,” she said pointedly. “And this time it's a beef, because it's one of the scientists, Dr. Auerbach, not a union member."
"No, Sara,” I said with exaggerated patience, just as if she weren't the best secretary I'd ever had. “That isn't a beef either. With scientists it's nothing less than a conflict problem. We don't have beefs here at Computer Research."
"Some day I'm going to have just a good old-fashioned beef,” Sara said dreamily, “just for the novelty of seeing what's it like to be a human being instead of a personnel secretary."
"Well, while you're trying to work yourself into it, get me little Jennie Malasek out of the nursery,” I said dryly.
"It's not enough,” she answered tartly, “that you should twist us intelligent, mature adults around your little finger. Now you got to start picking on the little kids."
"Or vice versa,” I answered with a sigh. “I don't know which, yet. Send in Dr. Auerbach, and have Jennie waiting. I want to go home sometime tonight. I, too, am human."
"I doubt it,” she said, and without closing the door, signaled the receptionist to let in Dr. Auerbach.
Dr. Karl Auerbach walked in with the usual attitude of the technical man-a sort of zoo keeper walking into a den of snakes attitude, determined but cautious. I waved him to the crying chair and refrained from reassuring him that it would not clamp down upon him and start measuring his reflexes.
He was tall, thin, probably not past forty, a little gray at the temples, professionally handsome enough to mislead a television audience into thinking he was a medical doctor on a patent nostrum commercial. In his chemically stained fingers he held a plastic cylinder, oh maybe four inches long by two in diameter. He carried it with both care and nonchalance, as if it were nitroglycerine he just happened to have with him.
"I understand a personnel director handles employee problems of vocational adjustment,” he stated carefully after he had seated himself.
I gave him a grave nod to indicate the correctness of his assumption.
"I assume it is handled on an ethically confidential basis,” he pursued his pattern faithfully.
Again I nodded, and this time slowly closed my eyes to indicate assent.
"I am unacquainted with how much an employee tells you may remain off the record, and how much your position as company representative requires you place on the record.” He was scouting the essential area to determine precisely where he stood.
"The company is liberal,” I stated in the hesitant, pedantic tones so approved by technical men. “Everything is off the record until we have the problem with its ramifications. Then ... ah ... by mutual agreement, we determine what must be placed on the record."
Apparently it won his confidence. Well, there was no difference between the learned and the unlearned. Each approaches an unknown with extreme caution. Each takes about the same length of time under skilled handling to get to the point. Each throws up a lot of false dummies and loses confidence if you concern yourself with them. Learned or illiterate, anger is anger, frustration is frustration. A problem is a problem, with the complexity of it purely a relative thing. To each is given problems slightly beyond his capacity to handle them adequately.
"I find myself frustrated,” he stated flatly.
I still had a long way to go, for that's nothing new. Who isn't?
Slowly and carefully, disposing of each point as it arose, we threaded our way into the snakepit. The essential facts were that he had been employed as a research chemist, placed under Dr. Boulton, head of the experimental department. This, I knew. Instead of being permitted to do the research chemistry for which he had been employed, he had been kept on routine problems which any high school boy could do.
This I doubted, but recognized it as the stock complaint of every experimental research man in industry.
Dr. Boulton was approaching the cybernetics problem on a purely mechanical basis which was all wrong. I began to get interested. Dr. Auerbach had discussed with Dr. Boulton the advisability of a chemical approach to cybernetics. I began to get excited. Dr. Boulton had refused to consider it. Apparently he had not been excited.
I knew Dr. Boulton pretty well. As heads of our respective departments we sat in on the same management conferences. We were not particularly friendly. He regarded psychology and all applications of it with more than a little distrust. But more important, I had for a long time sensed a peculiar tension in him-that he was determined to keep human thought processes mysterious, determined not to see more than a narrow band of correlation between the human mind and a cybernetic machine.
I had already determined that Dr. Boulton would outlive his usefulness to us.
"And how would you approach the problem chemically?” I asked Dr. Auerbach.
We had more discussion in which I proved to him that I was top security cleared, that my chemistry was sadly lacking and he would have to speak as though to a layman, that indeed he was not going over his superior's head in discussing it with me, that there was a possibility I might assist if I became convinced enough to convince general management a separate department should be set up. And finally he began to answer my question.
"Let us take linseed oil as a crude example,” he said, and waved my offer of a cigarette aside. “Linseed oil, crudely, displays much of the same phenomena as the human mind. It learns, it remembers, it forgets, it relearns, it becomes inhibited, it becomes stimulated."
I don't usually sit with my mouth hanging open, and became conscious of it when I tried to draw on my cigarette without closing my lips.
"Place an open vessel of linseed oil in the light,” he instructed, and touched the tips of his two index fingers together, “and in about twenty-four hours it will begin to oxidize. It continues oxidization to a given point at an accelerated rate thereafter, as though finally having learned how, it can carry on the process more easily."
I nodded, with reservations on how much of this could fairly be termed “mental,” and how much was a purely chemical process. Then, in fairness, I reversed the coin and made the same reservations as to how much of brain activity could be called a chemical response to stimuli, and how much must be classed as pure thought over and beyond a specialized chemistry. I gave up.
"Put it in the dark,” he continued, “and it slows and ceases to oxidize. Bring it back into the light, within a short time, and it immediately begins to oxidize again, as if it had remembered how to do it.” He moved to his middle finger. “We have there, then, quite faithful replicas of learning and remembering."
I nodded again to show my willingness to speculate, at least, even if I didn't agree.
"But leave it in the dark for twenty-four hours,” he moved to his third finger, “then bring it back into the light and it takes it another twenty-four hours to begin oxidizing again. Now we have an equally faithful replica of forgetting and relearning.” He tapped each of his four fingers lightly for emphasis.
"The inhibitions and stimulations?” I prompted.
"Well, perhaps we go a little farther afield for that,” he said honestly, “in that we introduce foreign substances. We add other chemicals to it to slow down its oxidization rate-or stop it entirely-inhibitions. We add other substances to speed up the rate, as quick driers in paints. Perhaps it's a little far-fetched, but not essentially different from adrenalin being pumped into the bloodstream to make the brain act at a faster rate. The body has quite a few of these glandular secretions which it uses to change the so-called normal mental processes."
"Where do we go from there?” I asked, without committing myself. But he was not through with his instruction.
"I fail to see any essential difference,” he looked me squarely in the eyes, “between a stored impulse in a brain cell, a stored impulse in a mercury tube, a stored impulse in an electronic relay, or for that matter a hole punched in an old-fashioned tabulator card."
I pursed my lips and indicated I could go along with his analogy. He was beginning to talk my language now. Working with its results constantly, I, too, was not one to be impressed with how unusually marvelous was the brain. But I murmured something about relative complexity. It was not entirely simple either.
"Sure, complexity,” he agreed. He was becoming much more human now. “But we approach any complexity by breaking it down into its basic parts, and each part taken alone is not complex. Complexity is no more than arrangement, not the basic building blocks themselves."
That was how I approached human problems and told him so. We were getting to be two buddies now in a hot thinking session.
"Just so we don't grow too mechanistic about it,” I demurred.
"Let's don't get mystical about it, either,” he snapped back at me. “Let's get mechanistic about it. What's so wrong with that? Isn't adding two and two in a machine getting pretty mechanistic? Are we so frightened at that performance we will refuse to make one which will multiply three and three?"
"I guess I'm not that frightened,” I agreed with a smile. “We're in the computer business."
"We're supposed to be,” he amended.
"So you want time and money to work on a chemical which will store impulses,” I said with what I thought was my usual brilliant incisiveness. I began to remember that Sara probably had little Jennie Malasek outside by now, and that was an unfinished problem I had to handle tonight.
"No, no,” he said impatiently and rocked me back into my chair, “I've already got that. I wouldn't have come in here with nothing more than just an idea. I've been some years analyzing quantitatively and qualitatively the various chemicals of brain cells. I've made some crude syntheses."
He placed the cylinder on the desk. I looked at the long dark object; I looked particularly at the oily shimmering liquid inside the unbreakable plastic case. It caught the light from my window and seemed to look back at me.
"I want,” he continued, “to test this synthesis by hooking it up to a cybernetic machine, shooting controlled impulses through it, seeing what it will store on one impulse and give up on another. I simply want to test the results of my work."
"It will take a little doing,” I stuck my neck out and prepared to go to bat for him. “The human mind is not as logical or as accurate as a machine. There are certain previous arrangements of impulses stored in certain brains which will cause the mouth to say ‘No!’ I'll have to do some rearranging of such basic blocks first."
I was grinning broadly now, and he was grinning back at me.
He got up out of his chair and walked toward my door. “I'll leave the cylinder with you,” he said. “I read in a salesmanship course that a prospect will buy much easier if you place the article in his hands."
"What were you doing, studying salesmanship?” I asked, still grinning.
"Apparently it was justified,” he said cryptically, and walked out the door.
Sara came to the door and looked in. “You took long enough on that one,” she accused.
"It takes a little longer,” I said with pedantic gravity, “to lead a scientist to the essential point. He's a little more resourceful in figuring out hazards to keep himself from getting where he wants to go.
But I remembered Auerbach's remarks about salesmanship. “However, in this instance,” I mused honestly, “I'm not just sure as to who was leading whom."
"You wanted little Jennie Malasek,” Sara said. “You may have her."
I wasn't reassured by the phrasing, the emphasis, or the look on her face.
The time I had lost on the last two interviews, I made up on this one. Children are realists and only poorly skilled in hypocrisy. They will go along with the gag if an adult insists on being whimsical, conciliatory or fantastic, but only because adults are that way and there's nothing they can do about it.
Sara brought Jennie in, gave me a cryptic look, and closed the door behind her as she left.
Jennie stood at the door, a dark little thing, showing some evidence that the nursery teachers had made an attempt to clean her up before sending her over. They hadn't quite succeeded. There was no chocolate around her pinched little mouth, so Sara hadn't succeeded in capturing her either. I wondered why they hadn't combed her black hair, and then realized Jennie might have pulled it down in front of her face for something to hide behind. Her black eyes gleamed as she peered at me through the oily strands.
"Sit in this chair, Jennie,” I said casually, and went on being busy with things on the top of my desk. My request wasn't quite a command, but took obedience entirely for granted. It didn't work with Jennie.
She still stood at the door, the toe of one slippered foot on the arch of the other, her thin little legs twisted at an odd angle. Her look was neither defiant nor bashful. Nor was it courage covering fear. I was the nearest source of immediate danger. I should be watched. It was simply that, no more.
I felt I should pity her, that I should warm to her desperate isolation. I was willing to feel sympathy because she did not ask for it. Because ordinarily I admired and liked people who did not accentuate their pathos with calculated fraud.
I found, to my surprise, that I did not like her. Oddly, I felt she knew it. And even worse, I felt that, knowing it, she was not hurt. But at least she did call for respect. Whatever she was, she was sincerely-whatever she was. I would not be a fraud either. I went to the point.
"They tell me, Jennie,” I said as matter-of-factly as I could, and I'm experienced at it, “that you throw things and set things on fire."
If I expected either a burst of tears or defiance, I was mistaken. I didn't have time to observe reactions at all.
It was as if a sudden hurricane and earthquake had hit the room at the same time. A desk tray full of papers whizzed by my head-my pen stand crashed through the window back of me, I got a shower of paper clips in the chest, my intercom described an arc and crashed broken into a corner. By the time I had wiped the ashes and tobacco from my ashtray out of my eyes and got them to stay open again, Jennie was gone. Sara was standing in the doorway with a look of consternation on her face.
I was on my way home before I remembered that when Sara and I had cleaned up the mess, I had not remembered picking up Auerbach's little cylinder, his chemical impulse storer. I last saw it laying on the corner of my desk where Auerbach had left it.
Probably Sara had picked it up and put it away. Anyway, the office was within security boundaries. The cylinder would be safe there.
I put it out of my mind, and wondered if the library had a card index classification under the heading of “Poltergeist."
* * * *I wasn't much better prepared when I came into my office the following morning. Yes, of course, there was plenty of literature on the subject under such writers as Fort, books on oriental philosophy and the like. Orthodox psychologists had left the subject strictly alone, their attitude apparently being better to ignore the phenomenon than to risk precious and precarious reputation.
Poltergeism, then, remained something which one read about as an obscure, far away thing. I found no handy hints to help when one had it to deal with at first hand, no how-to-do-it books on the subject.
Worse, I found myself with a hangover of uncertainty, indecision. My deft incisiveness was gone. I felt a growing doubt that I had always been as smart as I thought I was.
I shook off the mood as I walked through the outer personnel offices toward my own. No matter how unsure, one must be positive and definite for the sake of the people who depend upon him for some certainties.
Sara had not quite come to the same decision. There was a look of puzzlement on her face when I started through her office toward mine. Uncertainty of whether she should pick up the usual banter as though nothing had happened-or was I really in trouble? I decided to set her mind at rest at least.
"When you picked up last night, after that little wildcat had her tantrum,” I greeted her, “did you put away a little plastic cylinder?"
"Why no, Mr. Kennedy,” she said and followed me into my office. “I didn't see one."
We looked in the corners of the room, under the desk, behind the chairs. We did not find it. I opened the window where the broken pane had been replaced, and looked out on the ground. It might have followed the pen stand out the window. I did have a vague recollection of something dark flashing by my head just before I got my face full of ashes. There was no cylinder on the ground.
When Sara is puzzled, she has a way of tapping her chin with her finger and looking up at the ceiling.
"Is that what you're looking for?” she asked, and pointed to the corner above my head.
I looked up and saw the cylinder embedded in the broken plaster. Apparently the jagged edges had caught it and kept it from failing. We hadn't noticed it before, because who looks at a ceiling in a familiar room? Apparently the janitors don't look at ceilings, either.
"O.K., Sara, thanks,” I dismissed her. “Try to hold the hounds at bay, gal. I've got some thinking to do this morning."
"I shouldn't wonder,” she grinned. “Anybody who calls himself a personnel psychologist, and then forces little children to have tantrums in spite of themselves—” The door closed, and saved me the trouble of hearing the completion of her sentence.
Yes, Sara was back on familiar ground. I wished I were.
I dragged a spare straight chair over and stood up on it to get the cylinder. It didn't want to move. Plaster fell around me. The jagged pieces holding it now fell away, and still it didn't move. It gave off the impression of pressing upward against the buttonboard.
I took hold of it and tugged. It came away reluctantly, an identical sensation of lifting a heavy object from the ground, in reverse. It remained heavy, invertedly heavy, as I carried it down and over to my desk.
Habit made me lay it on top of my desk and take my hand away. Habit made me grab for it as it shot upward, just as habit makes me grab for a thing which is falling. This time I put it into a drawer, and held my hand over it to keep it down as I closed the drawer.
I sank back into my chair and hooked my toes under the ledge of the desk. It raised into the air, slowly, buoyantly. I took the pressure of my toes away hurriedly. The desk hovered for a moment, tilted in the air. I put my hand on the top and nervously pressed it back to the floor again. I didn't really expect to hear raps on wood or tin bugles blowing, because I knew it was the cylinder in the drawer which was lifting the desk corner.
There was a very logical explanation of why the desk was trying to float upward. The cylinder was pushing it upward, of course. Yes, very logical. I took one of my nice clean handkerchiefs from another drawer and wiped the sweat off my forehead. There was a logical reason for the sweat, too. I was scared.
"Get me Auerbach,” I said to Sara in my new intercom. No doubt it was all over the plant by now that I had smashed my old one in a fit of rage. I settled back into my chair again, and pressed my knees against the desk to keep them from shaking. I shouldn't have done it. The desk bobbed away from me and settled slowly again. I left it there and waited. I sat well away from it, and tried to speculate on what survival factor shaking knees could represent.
Auerbach was not long in arriving. His expression, when he came through the door, was a mixed one of hope I had already got some results for him and touchiness that he should have been summoned like an ordinary employee.
"Take hold of that corner of the desk and lift,” I suggested. He looked puzzled, but complied. The desk buoyed upward, this time so strongly that my papers and pen stand slid off to the floor.
"Not so hard, man,” I shouted.
"But I barely touched it,” he said, incredulously.
I waved him to the crying chair and ignored the accusation written all over his face that I was playing tricks on him. I reached into the desk drawer and pulled out the cylinder. I handed it to him and he took it-from beneath, naturally, to hold it up. It shot up out of his hand and crashed against the ceiling. Plaster fell around him. He spit a sliver of it out of his open mouth as he gazed up at the cylinder.
"Must you be so careless and drop it up?” I snapped.
He didn't answer, and I just let it lay there where it had fallen against the ceiling.
"It isn't particular about what it learns, is it?” I asked, as if there were nothing at all abnormal about the situation.
He brought his eyes away from it and tried to answer, but there was a glaze over his eyes. I noticed his hands begin to shake, and that gave me confidence. My knees had stopped now, with only a small tremor now and then. Auerbach reached over and tugged at the desk corner, but the desk now hugged the floor as if it liked it and refused to budge.
"It doesn't care what it learns, does it?” I repeated. This time he did a better job of trying to come to his senses. His face was a study in attempts to rationalize what he had seen with what he thought he knew. Apparently he wasn't having much luck. But at least he didn't deny what he had seen. I took courage from that. He might prove to be more intelligent than learned after all.
"Let us,” I began in a dry classroom manner, “assume, for sake of discussion, that your cylinder can store impulses."
He nodded, as if this were a safe enough assumption. It was a hopeful sign that I was getting through to him.
"It wouldn't know, of itself, which was up and which was down,” I pursued.
"Gravity is a real world condition,” he started answering now. “Not dependent upon knowledge. It works whether we know it or not."
"Well that's a point which has been debated for the last several thousand years to no conclusion,” I disagreed. “But let's take an illustration. Let's formulate a hypothesis, a variant world condition where biologists might know only natural air breathing animals."
He nodded again, a little more of the daze gone from his eyes. He was capable of a hypothesis.
"An entirely different structure of theory and expression of natural laws would be built up from that,” I reasoned. “One of these would be the basic law that to be classified as alive a thing must breathe natural air.” I pushed the point into my desk top with my finger.
He felt he should object as a matter of principle; should, in scientific tradition, discard the main point in favor of arguing semantics and definitions. That was always safe and didn't require one to think. But I didn't let him escape that easily.
"Now suppose, within that framework, a biologist fished a minnow out of a stream, carried it dry to his laboratory and proceeded to analyze it. You and I know the minnow would die in transit. Now he observes that it does not breathe air, and could not have breathed air down in the water, therefore it does not represent a life form at all. That is his real world condition, isn't it?"
"Yes,” he agreed hesitantly. “But there would be so many other evidences that it does represent life. He would have to be extremely stupid not to recognize that his basic rules defining life were wrong.
"Let us concede,” I said dryly, “that he is very stupid. But let us be kind. Let us say that it is the entire framework of thought in which he finds himself which is stupid. All his life, he has been educated to this framework. Science and society have weighted him down with immutable laws. To question them would represent nothing less than chaos."
"Yes,” he urged me now to go on.
"We come along, you and I, and we operate in a different framework of thought. In our world condition, fish obtain oxygen directly from water. But we could not prove that to him."
"I don't see-"
"Look,” I said patiently, “since his base law requires life to breathe air, he would demand, as proof of our contention, that we show it breathing air. We couldn't do it. He will not give up the foundation of his science. We can't prove our claim until he does."
"Stalemate,” Auerbach agreed. “But where does that leave us?"
"It leaves us with the conception that there may be any number of frameworks, separated from one another by perhaps the thinnest of partitions, each containing its own set of real world conditions, natural laws, consistent within itself, obeying its own logic, having its own peculiar cause-effect sequences."
"And one of these substitutes down for up?” he asked skeptically.
"Some of the most noted thinkers the world has ever produced contend that the mind is the only reality,” I said slowly. “Now suppose we have a child of an ignorant parent. The child has been neglected, left to vegetate alone in its room, never associates with other children, never has the opportunity to learn what our framework of thinking calls natural law, real world conditions. Such a child might formulate for itself a real world matrix quite different from ours."
Auerbach was silent, but looked at me fixedly.
"For one example, it might take things very literally,” I said. “It might form natural laws out of slang phrases. The child's mother uses the phrase, ‘It just burns me up.’ Suppose then the child, when it was vexed, just literally ‘burned things up.’ Ever hear of a poltergeist?"
"Oh come now, Kennedy,” he remonstrated, “that fairy tale stuff."
"There are hundreds of carefully documented case histories,” I said, without getting heated about it. “Refusal to look at poltergeist phenomena is on the order of the biologist refusing to consider the minnow alive. Things just catch on fire where these poltergeists are. Things just fly through the air where they are. There must be an explanation. We know that."
"We have some statements to that effect,” he corrected.
"We have some statements about what is our own basic natural law, too,” I countered. “And that's all we have. Just some statements."
"And such statements apply only within the partitions of the framework?” he asked, neither skeptically nor in agreement. He looked up at the cylinder again. “So your explanation for that is a poltergeist phenomenon?” he mused.
"Yes."
"I wish you had some other explanation,” he said. “I don't like that one. Almost any other kind of an explanation would be better."
"So do I,” I answered in complete agreement, “but that's the only one I've got. You see, I saw a poltergeist activate it. Apparently the force of her mind, acting on it, stored it with impulses from her own framework of reality. It would not be particular what it learns, so long as what it learns is consistent with the process used in learning it."
He sighed deeply. “I wish that biologist hadn't picked up that minnow,” he said, wistfully.
* * * *After my secretary had made suitable protocol negotiations with the general manager's secretary, I headed for Old Stone Face's office, Mr. Henry Grenoble, that is. On the way out of my office, I had trouble with my feet. I was almost floating as I walked along, carrying the cylinder. I detoured over by Receiving and surreptitiously weighed myself on the scales. They read thirty pounds.
"Obviously out of order,” I found myself giggling, and wondered if the mood had anything to do with my sensation of weightlessness. Suddenly from the odd looks of employees, it occurred to me that I was buoyantly tripping down the corridor on my toes and giggling to myself. I blushed and tried to look stern. It wasn't easy to stride purposefully when you weren't sure your feet were touching the floor. I hoped they wouldn't think I was drunk, or worse.
"Morning, Henry,” I said to the general manager, and received his noncommittal nod. I wasn't his fair-haired boy, but neither was I a thorn in his side. We got along all right by mutual and tacit agreement to leave one another alone. It was the regret of his life that such inefficient machines as people had to be used in his plant, and he was glad enough to leave their management to my care.
I walked over to a straight chair, put the cylinder down under its seat, and watched the chair float upward toward the ceiling. Old Stone Face watched it, too.
I had the satisfaction of seeing a slight widening of his eyes, a quick breath, and a slight thinning of his lips. Obviously, he thought it cataclysmic. I pulled the chair down by grabbing hold of one of its legs, and retrieved the cylinder.
I stooped down and placed it under one corner of the desk.
"Lift,” I said.
He took hold of the desk corner hesitantly, as if he were reaching for a pen to sign a raise authorization. The desk corner tilted upward and slid some papers off on to the floor. I reached under and pulled out the cylinder. I handed it to him, this time taking care that it didn't shoot out of his hands toward the ceiling. He felt how heavy it was, in reverse. Out of habit, he laid it down on the desk top, but I was ready for that. I grabbed it about two feet up in the air. Too many broken up ceilings would really start gossip in the building maintenance crew.
Old Stone Face reached for it again, and headed for his little private bathroom. I followed him to the door, and watched him step on the scales. He came out, and handed me the cylinder.
"And I've been trying to do it by dieting,” he commented. He sat down at his desk and picked up the phone.
"Get me the Pentagon,” he commanded. “Yes, sure, the one in Washington. I don't suppose anybody's walked away with that in their pocket yet. The last time I was in Washington it was still there.” He put the receiver back on the hook. “She wants to know if I mean the one in Washington,” he commented without expression.
"Now took, Henry,” I said warily, “aren't you jumping the gun a little? You haven't asked any questions. You don't know what this is. You don't know how it was made. You don't know any of the scientific principles behind it. You don't know if we've got legal rights to it. You don't know how it works or why."
"Details,” he said contemptuously. “You've got it, haven't you? A man made it, didn't he? What a man can make once he can make again, can't he? What do I care about the legal details? We got lawyers, haven't we? What do I care about scientific hows and whys? We got experts, haven't we? Why should I ask questions at all? We got antigravity, haven't we? Don't answer. I know the answers.
"They weren't precisely the questions I would have asked, but then, each to his own framework. Then it struck me with a twist of my stomach muscles. I hadn't realized. I'd been so busy thinking about poltergeists and frameworks of different natural law. I'd been thinking in terms of cybernetics, ability to store impulses, even wrong ones.
"Could be antigravity,” I agreed in an awed tone.
"What else did you think it was?” he asked.
"I'd rather not say,” I murmured.
"Who made it?” he asked.
"Auerbach, partly,” I answered.
"Who's he?"
"Research chemist. Works under Boulton."
"Why didn't Boulton bring it to me? Don't answer. Boulton wouldn't believe it would work. What do we keep Boulton around here for? Don't answer. I hired him. Well don't just stand there. Tell Auerbach to get busy. Promote him. Tell him to put them into mass production."
"It's not that simple,” I said, and wondered how to tell him.
"Don't give me alibis.” His face took on an expression which he apparently hoped was conciliatory. “Ralph, don't you start giving me any of this stall about further research, testing, difficulties, all that folderol. Just put it into production."
"It's a custom made job,” I said, trying to slow him down. “Only an experimental model."
"Custom made today, production line tomorrow,” he shook his head in exasperation. “Well, what's holding you up?"
"Money, for one thing,” I clutched at the first excuse I could think of, and wished it were as simple as that.
He grabbed the phone again.
"Get me the controller,” he barked, and waited. “Tim! What took you so long? Give Kennedy all the money he wants!” He listened for a moment and then turned to me. “He wants to know if you'll need more than a hundred dollars. He's got systems, or something.” He turned back to the phone without waiting for my reply. “Well,” he conceded, “I didn't actually mean all the money he wants. Let me know if he draws over a million dollars."
He took the receiver away from his ear and looked at it in puzzlement.
"Must have fainted,” he commented dryly, and hung up.
"But,” I tried to object, thinking how the organization would be split wide open if I went out into the plant and started carrying out his instructions-all the noses out of joint, the toes stepped on. “I'm just the personnel director. I'm not a plant superintendent. I can't go around building buildings, setting up production lines-even if I knew how."
"Get going,” he said. “I don't want any more alibis. All I want is a steady stream of antigravity units. That's not too much to ask for, I'm sure!"
"Maybe a million dollars won't do it,” I said hopefully, and truthfully, as I reached for the door.
"Well, all right,” he almost shouted. “We'll get a billion, then. We'll get a hundred billion. What do you think we got taxpayers for?"
"You've been spending too much time in Washington,” I commented, as I went through the door. “You're beginning to talk like them.
"Maybe Old Stone Face hadn't heard about things which money can't buy-such as a little girl who looks at you from behind strings of black hair. Maybe he hadn't heard about frameworks where money wasn't a consideration. Maybe he hadn't heard about a matrix where the question, “If you're so smart, why ain't you rich?” was on the order of the question, “if it's alive, why don't it breathe air?” Maybe he hadn't heard about frameworks, period.
I hoped I wouldn't have to be the one to tell him about them.
Annie Malasek was waiting for me in the outer personnel waiting room. She had little Jennie by the hand. Annie looked stem, Jennie looked penitent. Annie stopped me as I started past her.
"I just came over to tell you, Mr. Kennedy,” she began, “I found out what Jennie did to your nice office last night. I whipped her good. Tell Mr. Kennedy you're sorry, Jennie.” She looked down at Jennie sternly, and squeezed her hand.
"I'm sorry,” Jennie mumbled.
"Tell Mr. Kennedy you won't do it again,” Annie went on remorselessly.
"I won’ do it again,” Jennie repeated dutifully.
"Tell Mr. Kennedy you're going to be a good little girl from now on, and not burn things up or throw things,” Annie pursued with a determined gleam in her eye.
"Good girl,” Jennie murmured, and rubbed the arch of one foot with the toe of the other.
I looked at them both, and for once I didn't have anything to say.
* * * *There were more conferences with Auerbach. Yes, he could produce more cylinders. Some of the synthetic protein strings were a bit tricky, but otherwise it wouldn't be difficult to duplicate the cylinder. No, just an ordinary laboratory would do, at least until we went into mass production. That's nice, he'd always wanted to be a department head. The latter was said absently, and I doubted he had even heard me.
"How are you going to activate the cylinders?” he asked curiously. I noticed the particular use of the second person pronoun, because in everything else it was “we.” Activating them was not his responsibility.
There were conferences with Boulton, whose nose was out of joint that Auerbach had been taken out from under his jurisdiction without consulting him about it. For the sake of organization I had to mollify him. There were conferences with the plant superintendent, who could throw all sorts of petty hazards in my way if he were pulling against me. There were conferences with the controller, the carpenter boss. In short there were people, and therefore there were personal tensions to be unsnarled.
* * * *There was another conference in Old Stone Face's office, this time with a pink cheeked colonel, sent out as an advance scout from the Pentagon. From the look of him it was the most dangerous scouting mission he had ever tried. His pink cheeks grew red as he watched me go through my act with the antigrav cylinder. His pink cheeks grew purple when I evaded his questions with something approaching idiocy. He was certainly not one I wished to introduce to frameworks and partitions. He was a rocket man, himself.
Auerbach was at that conference, and where I had been idiotic, the good doctor was a glib double talker. He sounded so impressive that it didn't occur to anybody he wasn't making sense.
Since the colonel didn't believe what he saw, and didn't understand what he heard, the brass staff, deployed well back of the front lines, would have got a very poor report from their advance scout had we not been Computer Research and had not Old Stone Face been a frequent visitor to the Pentagon. In this case the colonel was afraid to embroider what he saw with too much of his own opinion. We were duly notified of an impending visitation from a full dress parade of brass and braid. Stirred to unusual action, no doubt, by the plaintive and public outcry of a country-boy Congressman, “But what do all of them do, over there in that big building?"
During this time my staff, like good boys and girls, took over the burden of my work without complaint. I spent a great deal of my time in Auerbach's new laboratory.
We tried all sorts of attempts to make the antigrav aspect of the first cylinder rub off on others he had made. We let them lay coyly side by side for hours and days. We lashed the first to another and let it zoom up to the now padded ceiling. We tried shocking them, freezing them, heating them. Nothing worked. Either the new cylinders had already learned that down was down-that old tired framework-or more likely hadn't learned anything at all.
We thought at them. We stood there, Auerbach and I, working singly, working in tandem, thinking at them. Apparently our thoughts didn't amount to much; or we had learned too early in life that you can't get any effect on a physical object by just thinking about it. They just lay there, fat, oily, and inert.
Auerbach went back to his test tubes and beakers, trying to see if antigrav wasn't inherent, somehow, in the chemical arrangements. He had accepted the hypothesis of other frameworks as an intellectual exercise, but he still hoped to prove they were not a reality, that the aspect could be accounted for within the framework he knew. He had not accepted the partitions, that his real world condition was circumscribed, confined, limited.
I went back to Jennie.
* * * *Obviously, to me, it was the mental force of her fear, hatred, anger, survival potential, whatever it was, acting through whatever framework she had devised for herself, which activated the first cylinder. So I gave up being stubborn, and called for little Jennie Malasek once more.
She came in the door of my office and stood as she had before. This time her hair was pulled back tightly and tied with a ribbon. So she hid behind a glaze over her eyes, instead.
I had about a dozen of the cylinders on the top of my desk, and had a lot of mixed hope and hopelessness within me. I wondered if the admonishments of her mother had had any basic effect upon her. I wondered if the additional attention she was now getting over in the nursery, since the teachers had learned I had taken notice of her, had changed anything in her.
"I didn't tell your mother on you, when you messed up my office that time,” I said as an opening sentence.
She didn't answer, just looked at me impassively. But it did seem that she blushed a little. Had she grown ashamed of throwing things and burning things up?
"Just a secret between you and me,” I said. “I don't think it is wrong to throw things the way you did. I think it was very clever."’ She didn't answer.
"I wish you would do it again. I'd like to see you do it."
"I can't,” she whispered in a very small voice. “I'm a good girl now.
Oh no. Character doesn't change that fast. Maybe she thought she was a good girl, but down underneath-
"I don't think you're a good girl,” I said with a sneer. “I think you're a very naughty girl, a nasty little girl."
I hoped, how I hoped she would flare up in anger, or protection, and hurl the cylinders at me. I hoped to get a face full of ashes, and office full of broken windows and flying cylinders.
Her face still did not change its expression. She still stood there, impassive. Her only reaction was two large, crystal tears which formed in the corners of her eyes and began to roll slowly down her cheeks.
I flipped my intercom and called Sara.
"Take her back to the nursery, Sara,” I said wearily.
Sara came in, saw the tears, and without speaking to me, she took Jennie's hand and led her away.
I sat at my desk and hated myself with contempt and loathing. There were times when I didn't like my job-when I didn't like myself for being skilled enough to do it. There were times when people became a little more than just some material to be shaped and directed into the best use for it.
But my mood did not last. I had a job to do. This was no time to grow soft, sentimental, wavering.
The fact that Jennie was outwardly changing from the strange little creature which excited no sympathy to a bewildered and hurt little girl who very definitely called for compassion changed the facts not at all.
The prime necessity was to activate more of the cylinders. Jennie was the only means at hand by which that could be done. I wasn't sure that even she could do it, but I had to find out. I had to see if down beneath the surface she wasn't still the same wild instrument of an even wilder talent.
Basic character doesn't change that fast, not just because somebody says it ought to change, not unless there is a violent and traumatic shock jolting the individual completely out of his framework and into another.
I had to go ahead and try.
I spent more, quite a bit more, of the funds at my disposal. The controller O.K.'d my vouchers as if the dollars were individual drops of his blood, and read the legends on the vouchers with a firm conviction that I had really lost my mind.
Old Stone Face asked no questions. He was not one to assign a job to a man and then nag him about the details. He wanted results. But there was puzzlement in his face when he saw no building wings being converted, no assembly lines and moving belts being constructed, no supervisors, cost accountants, production control people assigned to the new work.
Instead, I spent money on animated cartoons, three-dimensional cartoons. A director, experimenting in that new medium, had told me the most difficult job was to keep the action behind the screen, give it depth without illusion that it was projecting out into the audience-to give a stage depth effect without getting a poke in the eye effect.
I wanted the oppostite. I wanted my audience, an audience of one, to get the illusion of a poke in the eye. I caused a special nursery to be built, just for Jennie. I had a studio make a short but elaborate sequence which only one person would view.
I placed Auerbach's total supply of new cylinders in various spots around the room, a dozen or so of them. I had the projectors installed in an adjoining room, and a tiny window, lost in some decoration effects, where I could watch through.
I went to the nursery and got Jennie. She was neither glad nor protesting. The nursery teacher objected a little. Jennie was doing such a fine job of adjusting to the other children now. They had had no more trouble. Apparently all that had been wrong was that Jennie had been starved for attention and affection. But now she was becoming a perfectly normal little girl. Didn't I think so too, Mr. Kennedy? And, are you ill, Mr. Kennedy? You don't look well at all! How kind you are, ill and everything, to think of little Jennie!
I led Jennie out of the nursery over to the new room built especially for her. I did not react. I did not react! I did not react! I could not react, I was one solid mass of self-contempt and loathing.
I put Jennie in the room, wordlessly, and she stood near the door, where I left her. I walked into the adjoining projection room, closed the door behind me, and started punching buttons. It was a form of punishment to make myself walk over to my little window and watch when the automatic machinery took over.
Darkness blotted out the room, then an eerie blue light began to glow over the complex meshes of the screen in front and to the sides of Jennie. Trees, vines, bushes took on form, swayed a little, seemed alive. Knots on the trunks of the trees suggested faces, not kind faces. Limbs and twigs stirred and seemed to reach toward Jennie.
I saw her take a small step backward until she had her back to the door. She turned and pulled at the knob, but the door wouldn't open. She turned back then and faced the growing light, the clearer scene all around her. I saw her lips move stiffly, and though I could not hear her, they seemed to form the words, “Good girl now."
Far in the distance in front of her a deep red glow appeared, took form, part animal, part reptile and even more horrible, part man. Slowly it seemed to become aware of her-its very deliberateness, its sureness was its greatest horror.
The room was a pandemonium then. The cylinders flew through the air toward the trees, toward the monster, crashing through the screen, tearing it to shreds, crashing against the padded walls.
On the floor, in a crumpled heap, lay Jennie. She was still and lifeless. I punched a control button to bring the room back to normalcy, and ran into the room to her. Her heart was beating faintly, her pulse a thin string of fluttering.
I shouted into the hall, “Get a doctor!"
I ran back and began to administer first aid for acute shock. It was not until the doctor came from our hospital room and carried Jennie away that I looked around me.
Most of the cylinders lay on the floor, inert, but five of them pushed against the ceiling at the back of the room. The experiment had been a success!
I went to see Jennie in the hospital room. She had come out of her faint and was sobbing brokenly now. As soon as I came into the room, she reached out her hands, grabbed mine.
"I got scared,” she said. “You went away and left me. The lights went out. But I didn't do anything, really I didn't. I just got scared."
The suspicion and anger smoothed out of the faces of the nurse and doctor. Her unaccountable reaction of being glad to see me after what I had done to her, her words seeming to carry a completely normal conviction of what might happen to any imaginative little girl who was afraid of the dark, closed off their possibility of searching into what really happened.
But I knew that I would never use Jennie again, no matter what the urgency for antigravity. Some other way would have to be found. I would not do it again. And I doubted now, after this shock-the surface shock of normal fear, the deeper shock of conflict in using the wild talents which made her a bad girl against the affection she was getting for being a good girl-whether she could ever use her framework again, even if I would.
It had been a severe thing, a terrible thing I had done; but no worse than the methods used constantly in mental hospitals to transfer the minds of patients from one framework to another.
I went back to my office, took the cylinder out of my desk, and sat, holding it in my hands, for a long time.
Through the days that passed I became more distant, overwhelmed by the insolubility of my problem. My staff still handled the bulk of my work, for it was obvious to them that my interest was far from the petty conflicts and situations of normal plant operation. Department heads became cool toward me, for Sara managed to turn them away before they got in to me.
I wandered the corridors searching faces for some hint of a wild talent beneath the too tame eyes. I thought of advertising for poltergeists in the help wanted columns, and then realized what would happen if some alert reporter happened to pick up the item. I thought of contacting various universities and shuddered at the reception I would get. I even found myself visiting the nursery again, hoping for the improbable coincidence of another poltergeist. But all the little children were being good little fairies and elves and brownies.
The announcement that a full complement of high-ranking military men were going to visit us and assist us in our lagging production of the antigrav cylinders did not reassure me. I had dealt with the military mind, singly and in coveys, before.
I hadn't told Old Stone Face the problem, either. His total framework seemed to consist of “Get out production. Give me no alibis.” This was hardly conducive to philosophical meandering.
The day came when staff cars carried generals, admirals, colonels and captains from the airport to our plant. Word filtered over the intercom system that they had been closeted in the big conference room with Stone Face for an hour-apparently playing with the five cylinders.
I hoped they wouldn't scratch the varnish of the big conference table against the ceiling of the room. I hoped they wouldn't try to ride around in buoyant chairs. Learning to balance, doing that, was tricky and if they tilted, a big blob of blubber would find the floor hard and unyielding.
Finally they sent for me.
I left my cylinder locked in my desk and walked up to the conference room under normal gravity, hoping the weight would pull me down to a worried, heavy, lugubrious frame of mind so stylish in the real-world framework.
The conference room was an aroma of dignity, an overpowering impressiveness of brass and braid. Thin faces, fat faces, long faces, squeezed up faces, but Pinky was not there. Apparently he was off on some other dangerous mission. The faces did not, could not, live up to the scrambled eggs and fruit salad of their caps and collars and sleeves and chest.
I thought of Emerson's dissertations on compensation and giggled. What they lacked in those faces they tried to make up for in decorations. I knew that I would not discuss frameworks in this room.
They pressed me for explanations. They bored in deeper and deeper. I could not help it. My mood began to lighten, become irresponsible. I hung on to what dignity I could muster for the sake of the apprehension and alarm in Old Stone Face's eyes. He wasn't such a bad guy. At least he didn't depend on uniforms to make him impressive.
"The first cylinder was an accident,” I said to the blur of faces down the long table. “Sometimes accidents are hard to duplicate. So many factors, gentlemen."
"But you did duplicate it,” the commanding general pointed out. “You activated five more. We have questioned Dr. Auerbach at length. He knows absolutely nothing of the method you use in activating these cylinders. Apparently no one knows but you. It is imperative that we know."
I was in for it now. I had to explain somehow, or something.
"But, gentlemen,” I protested hesitantly, and then heard myself saying, “I spoiled my poltergeist in making this half dozen, and I don't have another."
There was a sigh of relief around the table, relaxation, suppressed contempt. I had not realized before how tense they all were.
"I'm certain,” the commanding general said placatingly as if he were trying to reason with a small child, “that it can be replaced."
"They're hard to get,” I faltered.
"We will get them,” he stated pompously, confidently. “Difficult perhaps for you personally, yes, or even Computer Research.” He smiled patiently, “But for the military it is another matter entirely.” He turned and waved down the table toward another member of the brass trust.
"General Sanfordwaithe is Supply and Materiel. I am sure it is within the power of the combined armed forces to get you all the whatever-it-is you may need."
I looked down the table at General Sanfordwaithe with a question in my eyes. He looked smugly back at me.
"Do you know what a poltergeist is?” I asked.
He looked slightly piqued.
"I am administrative,” he reproved gently and patiently, as only a military man can put a civilian in his place. “I do not pretend to be personally familiar with the specifications of every one of the several million items under my jurisdiction.” He smiled, and his voice became almost waggish. “But I am certain you will find our poltergeist division sympathetic to your needs."
That did it.
"Oh goodie,” I exclaimed. “Then maybe you'd better send me a half dozen to start with."
"And is that all that's been holding you up?” the commanding general asked, softly reproving.
"And this time, make them little boy poltergeists,” I urged. “Mine was a little girl poltergeist, and maybe that was what was wrong-just too delicate for the job."
I could see by their faces they assumed I was talking about some gadget similar to a male and female electrical plug, and was being cute in my terminology.
"Mr. Kennedy hasn't been feeling well lately,” Old Stone Face put in hurriedly. “He's been working very hard. Much too hard. I would have sent him on a long rest weeks ago had this not been so urgent."
They looked at me with some pity beneath their contempt-a soft civilian.
From there on it was no more than a diplomatic and tactical withdrawal of forces. I withdrew early, to allow Old Stone Face further time for excuses of my behavior.
But they would be back.
The order would go out from General Sanfordwaithe's office to supply me with a half dozen male type poltergeists immediately. It would flow down through the echelons of command, getting sterner and terser. There would be some scrambling around trying to find the poltergeist division, but no one would become alarmed that it had been lost. That was customary.
There would be days, perhaps weeks when the orders would be pigeonholed, on the theory that if you just forget to do anything about it, the need will pass. But General Stanfordwaithe would not let them forget this time. There would be memorandums, each one dredging a little farther down the chain of command before it, in turn, became pigeonholed.
And finally, somewhere down the line, some clerk would know what a poltergeist was. He would first go to the source books and look it up, so that he could have the paragraphs to substantiate him when he tried to tell his commanding officer what was wanted. From there the explanations would flow back up through the echelons of command. Faces would get redder and redder, angrier and angrier.
Yes, they would be back. But until then, I could go back to being a personnel director. I thought, this time with genuine pleasure, of the simple little problems waiting for me back at my office. Nothing more than imminent strikes, lockouts, legal tangles, visits from the Industrial Welfare Commission, and Miss Jones won't let Miss Smith have a fresh pencil until she brings the stub of her old one to supply room.
I walked on down the corridors of the plant and nodded pleasantly to department heads and key personnel who caught my eye. I saw their faces break with relief, and then grow tart with, “Well, it's about time you came off your high horse and noticed us."
I would have a lot of ruffled feathers to smooth down in the next few days.
Much to their surprise, I spoke pleasantly to the members of my staff when I came into the outer rooms of the personnel department, and ruefully saw them start to dig down into stacks of papers for problems they had been hoarding until I got in a good mood again.
I walked on into Sara's office and quipped something at her. She almost fell out of her chair in astonishment, and began to sniffle. Her feelings had been badly bruised.
"There are handkerchiefs in my desk,” I said drily. Her sniffles stopped instantly.
"Now,” I said. “Take a letter. General Sanfordwaithe, Pentagon. Confirming our conference of this date, production on the implement in question will not proceed until your Division of Supply and Materiel furnishes us with one half dozen, six, male-type poltergeists."
"Are you feeling all right?” Sara interrupted me with wide eyes.
"I feel wonderful,” I answered. “I have learned something from our employees. I have shifted the responsibility for my problem onto other shoulders. I feel swell!"
"But what if they should supply them to you after all?” she asked.


PART TWOSENSE FROM THOUGHT DIVIDEWhen I opened the door to my secretary's office, I could see her looking up from her desk at the Swami's face with an expression of fascinated skepticism. The Swami's back was toward me, and on it hung flowing folds of a black cloak. His turban was white, except where it had rubbed against the back of his neck.
"A tall, dark, and handsome man will soon come into your life,” he was intoning in that sepulchral voice men habitually use in their dealings with the absolute.
Sara's green eyes focused beyond him, on me, and began to twinkle.
"And there he is right now,” she commented dryly. “Mr. Kennedy, Personnel Director for Computer Research."
The Swami whirled around, his heavy robe following the movement in a practiced swirl. His liquid black eyes looked me over shrewdly, and he bowed toward me as he vaguely touched his chest, lips and forehead. I expected him to murmur, “Effendi,” or “Bwana Sahib,” or something, but he must have felt silence was more impressive.
I acknowledged his greeting by pulling down one corner of my mouth. Then I looked at his companion.
The young lieutenant was standing very straight, very stiff, and a flush of pink was starting up from his collar and spreading around his clenched jaws to leave a semicircle of white in front of his red ears.
"Who are you?” I asked.
"Lieutenant Murphy.” He managed to open his teeth a bare quarter of an inch for the words to come out. “Pentagon!” His light gray eyes pierced me to see if I were impressed.
I wasn't.
"Division of Materiel and Supply,” he continued in staccato, imitating a machine gun.
I waited. It was obvious he wasn't through yet. He hesitated, and I could see his Adam's apple travel up above the knot of his tie and back down again as he swallowed. The pink flush deepened into brilliant red.
"Poltergeist Section,” he said defiantly.
"What?” The exclamation was out before I could catch it.
He tried to glare at me, but his eyes were pleading instead.
"General Sanfordwaithe said you'd understand.” He intended to make it matter of fact in a sturdy, confident voice, but there was the undertone of a wail. It was time I lent a hand.
"You're West Point, aren't you?” I asked kindly.
He straightened still more. I hadn't believed it possible.
"Yes, sir!” He wanted to keep the gratitude out of his voice, but it was there. And for the first time, he had spoken the habitual term of respect to me.
"Well, what do you have here, Lieutenant Murphy?” I nodded toward the Swami who had been wavering between a proud, free stance and that of a drooping supplicant.
"According to my orders, sir,” he said formally, “you have requested the Pentagon furnish you with one half dozen, six, maletype poltergeists. I am delivering the first of them to you, sir."
Sara's mouth, hanging wide open, reminded me to close my own.
So the Pentagon was calling my bluff. Well, maybe they did have something at that. I'd see.
"Float me over that ash tray there on the desk,” I said casually to the Swami.
He looked at me as if I'd insulted him, and I could anticipate some reply to the effect that he was not applying for domestic service. But the humble supplicant rather than the proud and fierce hill man won. He started to pick up the ash tray from Sara's desk.
"No, no!” I exclaimed. “I didn't ask you to hand it to me. I want you to TK it over to me. What's the matter? Can't you even TK a simple ash tray?"
The lieutenant's eyes were getting bigger and bigger.
"Didn't your Poltergeist Section test this guy's aptitudes for telekinesis before you brought him from Washington all the way out here to Los Angeles?” I snapped at him.
The lieutenant's lips thinned to a bloodless line.
"I am certain he must have qualified adequately,” he said stiffly, and this time left off the “sir."
"Well, I don't know,” I answered doubtfully. “If he hasn't even enough telekinetic ability to float me an ash tray across the room-"
The Swami recovered himself first. He put the tips of his long fingers together in the shape of a swaybacked steeple, and rolled his eyes upward.
"I am an instrument of infinite wisdom,” he intoned. “Not a parlor magician."
"You mean that with all your infinite wisdom you can't do it,” I accused flatly.
"The vibrations are not favorable—” he rolled the words sonorously.
"All right,” I agreed. “We'll go somewhere else, where they're better!"
"The vibrations throughout all this crass, materialistic Western world—” he intoned.
"All right,” I interrupted, “we'll go to India, then. Sara, call up and book tickets to Calcutta on the first possible plane!” Sara's mouth had been gradually closing, but it unhinged again.
"Perhaps not even India,” the Swami murmured, hastily. “Perhaps Tibet."
"Now you know we can't get admission into Tibet while the Communists control it,” I argued seriously. “But how about Nepal? That's a fair compromise. The Maharajadhiraja's friendly now. I'll settle for Nepal."
The Swami couldn't keep the triumphant glitter out of his eyes. He had me.
"I'm afraid it would have to be Tibet,” he said positively. “Nowhere else in all this troubled world are the vibrations-"
"Oh go on back to Flatbush!” I interrupted disgustedly. “You know as well as I that you've never been outside New York before in your life. Your accent's as phony as the pear-shaped tones of a Midwestern garden club president. Can't even TK a simple ash tray!"
I turned to the amazed lieutenant.
"Will you come into my office?” I asked him.
He looked over at the Swami, in doubt.
"He can wait out here,” I said. “He won't run away. There isn't any subway, and he wouldn't know what to do. Anyway, if he did get lost, your Army Intelligence could find him. Give G-2 something to work on. Right through this door, lieutenant."
"Yes, sir,” he said meekly, and preceded me into my office.
I closed the door behind us and waved him over to the crying chair. He folded at the knees and hips only, as if there were no hinges at all in the ramrod of his back. He sat up straight, on the edge of his chair, ready to spring into instant charge of battle. I went around back to my desk and sat down.
"Now lieutenant,” I said soothingly, “tell me all about it."
I could have sworn his square chin quivered at the note of sympathy in my voice. I wondered, irrelevantly, if the lads at West Point all slept with their faces confined in wooden frames to get that characteristically rectangular look.
"You knew I was from West Point,” he said, and his voice held a note of awe. “And you knew, right away, that Swami was a phony from Flatbush."
"Come now,” I said with a shrug. “Nothing to get mystical about. Patterns. Just patterns. Every environment leaves the stamp of its matrix on the individual shaped in it. It's a personnel man's trade to recognize the make of a person, just as you would recognize the make of a rifle."
"Yes, sir. I see, sir,” he answered. But of course he didn't. And there wasn't much use to make him try. Most people cling too desperately to the ego-saving formula: Man cannot know man.
"Look, lieutenant,” I said, getting down to business, “Have you been checked out on what this is all about?"
"Well, sir,” he answered, as if he were answering a question in class, “I was cleared for top security, and told that a few months ago you and your Dr. Auerbach, here at Computer Research, discovered a way to create antigravity. I was told you claimed you had to have a poltergeist in the process. You told General Sanfordwaithe that you needed six of them, males. That's about all, sir. So the Poltergeist Division discovered the Swami, and I was assigned to bring him out here to you."
"Well then, Lieutenant Murphy, you go back to the Pentagon and tell General Sanfordwaithe that—” I could see by the look on his face that my message would probably not get through verbatim. “Never mind, I'll write it,” I amended disgustedly. “And you can carry the message."
I punched Sara's button on my intercom.
"After all the exposure out there to the Swami,” I said, “if you're still with us on this brash, materialistic plane, will you bring your book?"
"My astral self has been hovering over you, guarding you, every minute,” Sara answered dreamily.
"Can it take shorthand?” I asked dryly.
"Maybe I'd better come in,” she replied.
When she came through the door the lieutenant gave her one appreciative glance, then returned to his aloof pedestal of indifference. Obviously his pattern was to stand in majestic splendor and allow the girls to fawn somewhere down near his shoes. These lads with a glamour-boy complex almost always gravitate toward some occupation which will require them to wear a uniform. Sara catalogued him as quickly as I did, and seemed unimpressed. But you never can tell about a woman; the smartest of them will fall for the most transparent poses.
"General Sanfordwaithe, dear sir,” I began, as she sat down at one corner of my desk and flipped open her book. “It takes more than a towel wrapped around the head and some mutterings about infinity to get poltergeist effects. So I am returning your phony Swami to you with my compliments-"
"Beg your pardon, sir,” the lieutenant interrupted, and there was a certain note of suppressed triumph in his voice. “In case you rejected our applicant for the poltergeist job you have in mind, I was to hand you this.” He undid a lovingly polished button of his tunic, slipped his hand beneath the cloth and pulled forth a long, sealed envelope.
I took it from him and noted the three sealing-wax imprints on the flap. From being carried so close to his heart for so long, the envelope was slightly less crisp than when he had received it. I slipped my letter opener in under the side flap, and gently extracted the letter without, in any way, disturbing the wax seals which were to have guaranteed its privacy. There wasn't any point in my doing it, of course, except to demonstrate to the lieutenant that I considered the whole deal as a silly piece of cloak and dagger stuff.
After the general formalities, the letter was brief: “Dear Mr. Kennedy: We already know the Swami is a phony, but our people have been convinced that in spite of this there are some unaccountable effects. We have advised your general manager, Mr. Henry Grenoble, that we are in the act of carrying out our part of the agreement, namely, to provide you with six male-type poltergeists, and to both you and him we are respectfully suggesting that you get on with the business of putting the antigravity units into immediate production."
I folded the letter and tucked it into one side of my desk pad. I looked at Sara.
"Never mind the letter to General Sanfordwaithe,” I said. “He has successfully cut off my retreat in that direction.” I looked over at the lieutenant. “All right,” I said resignedly, “I'll apologize to the Swami, and make a try at using him."
I picked up the letter again and pretended to be reading it. But this was just a stall, because I had suddenly been struck by the thought that my extreme haste in scoring off the Swami and trying to get rid of him was because I didn't want to get involved again with poltergeists. Not any, of any nature.
* * * *Old Stone Face, our general manager, claimed to follow the philosophy of building men, not machines. To an extent he did. His favorite phrase was, “Don't ask me how. I hired you to tell me.” He hired a man to do a job, and I will say for him, he left that man alone as long as the job got done. But when a man flubbed a job, and kept on flubbing it, then Mr. Henry Grenoble stepped in and carried out his own job-general managing.
He had given me the assignment of putting antigrav units into production. He had given me access to all the money I would need for the purpose. He had given me sufficient time, months of it. And, in spite of all this cooperation, he still saw no production lines which spewed out antigrav units at some such rate as seventeen and five twelfths per second.
Apparently he got his communication from the Pentagon about the time I got mine. Apparently it contained some implication that Computer Research, under his management, was not pursuing the cause of manufacturing antigrav units with diligence and dispatch. Apparently he did not like this.
I had no more than apologized to the Swami, and received his martyred forgiveness, and arranged for a hotel suite for him and the lieutenant, when Old Stone Face sent for me. He began to manage with diligence and dispatch.
"Now you look here, Kennedy,” he said forcefully, and his use of my last name, rather than my first, was a warning, “I've given you every chance. When you and Auerbach came up with that antigrav unit last fall, I didn't ask a lot of fool questions. I figured you knew what you were doing. But the whole winter has passed, and here it is spring, and you haven't done anything that I can see. I didn't say anything when you told General Sanfordwaithe that you'd have to have poltergeists to carry on the work, but I looked it up. First I thought you'd flipped your lid, then I thought you were sending us all on a wild goose chase so we'd leave you alone, then I didn't know what to think."
I nodded. He wasn't through.
"Now I think you're just pretending the whole thing doesn't exist because you don't want to fool with it."
I couldn't argue with that.
"For the first time, Kennedy, I'm asking you what happened?” he said firmly, but his tone was more telling than asking. So I was going to have to discuss frameworks with Old Stone Face, after all.
"Henry,” I asked slowly, “have you kept up your reading in theoretical physics?"
He blinked at me. I couldn't tell whether it meant yes or no.
"When we went to school, you and I—” I hoped my putting us both in the same age group would tend to mollify him a little, “physics was all snug, secure, safe, definite. A fact was a fact, and that's all there was to it. But there's been some changes made. There's the co-ordinate systems of Einstein, where the relationships of facts can change from framework to framework. There's the application of multivalued logic to physics where a fact becomes not a fact any longer. The astronomers talk about the expanding universe-it's a piker compared to man's expanding concepts about that universe."
He waited for more. His face seemed to indicate that I was beating around the bush.
"That all has a bearing on what happened,” I assured him. “You have to understand what was behind the facts before you can understand the facts themselves. First, we weren't trying to make an antigrav unit at all. Dr. Auerbach was playing around with a chemical approach to cybernetics. He made up some goop which he thought would store memory impulses, the way the brain stores them. He brought a plastic cylinder of it over to me, so I could discuss it with you. I laid it on my desk while I went on with my personnel management business at hand."
Old Stone Face opened a humidor and took out a cigar. He lit it slowly and deliberately and looked at me sharply as he blew out the first puff of smoke.
"The nursery over in the plant had been having trouble with a little girl, daughter of one of our production women. She'd been throwing things, setting things on fire. The teachers didn't know how she did it', she just did it. They sent her to me. I asked her about it. She threw a tantrum, and when it was all over, Auerbach's plastic cylinder of goop was trying to fall upward, through the ceiling. That's what happened,” I said.
He looked at his cigar, and looked at me. He waited for me to tie the facts to the theory. I hesitated, and then tried to reassure myself. After all, we were in the business of manufacturing computers. The general manager ought to be able to understand something beyond primary arithmetic.
"Jennie Malasek was a peculiar child with a peculiar background,” I went on. “Her mother was from the old country, a Slav. There's the inheritance of a lot of peculiar notions. Maybe she had passed them on to her daughter. She kept Jennie locked up in their room. The kid never got out with other children. Children, kept alone, never seeing anybody; get peculiar notions all by themselves. Who knows what kind of a coordinate system she built up, or how it worked? Her mother would come home at night and go about her tasks talking aloud, half to the daughter, half to herself. ‘I really burned that foreman up, today,’ she'd say. Or, ‘Oh, boy, was he fired in a hurry!’ Or, ‘She got herself thrown out of the place,’ things like that."
"So what does that mean, Ralph?” he asked. His switch to my first name was encouraging.
"To a child who never knew anything else,” I answered, “one who had never learned to distinguish reality from unreality as we would define it from our agreed frameworks special coordinate system might be built up where ‘Everybody was up in the air at work, today,’ might be taken literally. Under the old systems of physics that couldn't happen, of course-it says in the textbooks-but since it has been happening all through history, in thousands of instances, in the new systems of multivalued physics we recognize it. Under the old system, we already had all the major answers, we thought. Now that we've got our smug certainties knocked out of us, we're just fumbling along, trying to get some of the answers we thought we had.
"We couldn't make that cylinder activate others. We tried. We're still trying. In ordinary cybernetics you can have one machine punch a tape and it can be fed into another machine, but that means you first have to know how to code and decode a tape mechanically. We don't know how to code or decode a psi effect. We know the Auerbach cylinder will store a psi impulse, but we don't know how. So we have to keep working with psi gifted people, at least until we've established some of the basic laws governing psi."
I couldn't tell by Henry's face whether I was with him or far far away. He told me he wanted to think about it, and made a little motion with his hand that I should leave the room.
I walked through the suite of executive offices and down a sound rebuffing hallway. The throbbing clatter of manufacture of metallic parts made a welcome sound as I went through the far doorway into the factory. I saw a blueprint spread on a foreman's desk as I walked past. Good old blueprint. So many millimeters from here to there, made of such and such an alloy, a hole punched here with an allowance of five ten-thousandths plus or minus tolerance. Snug, secure, safe. I wondered if psi could ever be blueprinted. Or suppose you put a hole here, but when you looked away and then looked back it had moved, or wasn't there at all?
Quickly, I got myself into a conversation with a supervisor about the rising rate of employee turnover in his department. That was something also snug, secure, safe. All you had to do was figure out human beings.
I spent the rest of the morning on such pursuits, working with things I understood.
On his first rounds of the afternoon, the interoffice messenger brought me a memorandum from the general manager's office. I opened it with some misgivings.
Mr. Grenoble felt he should work with me more closely on the antigrav project. He understood, from his researches, that the most positive psi effects were experienced during a seance with a medium. Would I kindly arrange for the Swami to hold a seance that evening, after office hours, so that he might analyze the man's methods and procedures to see how they could fit smoothly into Company Operation. This was not to be construed as interference in the workings of my department but in the interest of pursuing the entire matter with diligence and dispatch-
The seance was to be held in my office.
I had had many peculiar conferences in this room-from union leaders stripping off their coats, throwing them on the floor and stomping on them; to uplifters who wanted to ban cosmetics on our women employees so the male employees would not be tempted to think Questionable Thoughts. I could not recall ever having held a seance before.
My desk had been moved out of the way, over into one corner of the large room. A round table was brought over from the salesmen's report writing room (used there more for surreptitious poker playing than for writing reports) and placed in the middle of my office-on the grounds that it had no sharp corners to gouge people in their middles if it got to cavorting about recklessly. In an industrial plant one always has to consider the matter of safety rules and accident insurance rates.
In the middle of the table there rested, with dark fluid gleaming through clear plastic cases, six fresh cylinders which Auerbach had prepared in his laboratory over in the plant.
Auerbach had shown considerable unwillingness to attend the seance; he pleaded being extra busy with experiments just now, but I gave him that look which told him I knew he had just been stalling around the last few months, the same as I had.
If the psi effect had never come out in the first place, there wouldn't have been any mental conflict. He could have gone on with his processes of refining, simplifying, and increasing the efficiency ratings of his goop. He would have settled gladly for a chemical compound which could have added two and two upon request; but when that compound can learn and demonstrate that there's no such thing as gravity, teaching it simple arithmetic is like ashes in the mouth.
I said as much to him. I stood there in his laboratory, leaned up against a work bench, and risked burning an acid hole in the sleeve of my jacket just to put over an air of unconcern. He was perched on the edge of an opposite work bench, swinging his feet, and hiding the expression in his eyes behind the window's reflection upon his polished glasses. I said even more.
"You know,” I said reflectively, “I'm completely unable to understand the attitude of supposedly unbiased men of science. Now you take all that mass of data about psi effects, the odd and unexplainable happenings, the premonitions, the specific predictions, the accurate descriptions of far away simultaneously happening events. You take that whole mountainous mass of data, evidence, phenomena-"
A slight turn of his head gave me a glimpse of his eyes behind the glasses. He looked as if he wished I'd change the subject. In his dry, undemonstrative way, I think he liked me. Or at least he liked me when I wasn't trying to make him think about things outside his safe and secure little framework. But I wasn't going to stop.
"Before Rhine came along, and brought all this down to the level of laboratory experimentation,” I pursued, “how were those things to be explained? Say a fellow had some unusual powers, things that happened around him, things he knew without any explanation for knowing them. I'll tell you. There were two courses open to him. He could express it in the semantics of spiritism, or he could admit to witchcraft and sorcery. Take your pick, those were the only two systems of semantics available to him.
"We've got a third one now-parapsychology. If I had asked you to attend an experiment in parapsychology, you'd have agreed at once. But when I ask you to attend a seance, you balk! Man, what difference does it make what we call it? Isn't it up to us to investigate the evidence wherever we find it? No matter what kind of semantic debris it's hiding in?"
Auerbach shoved himself down off the bench, and pulled out a beat-up package of cigarettes.
"All right, Kennedy,” he said resignedly, “I'll attend your seance."
The other invited guests were Sara, Lieutenant Murphy, Old Stone Face, myself, and, of course, the Swami. This was probably not typical of the Swami's usual audience composition.
Six chairs were placed at even intervals around the table. I had found soft white lights overhead to be most suitable for my occasional night work, but the Swami insisted that a blue light, a dim one, was most suitable for his night work.
I made no objection to that condition. One of the elementary basics of science is that laboratory conditions may be varied to meet the necessities of the experiment. If a red-lighted darkness is necessary to an operator's successful development of photographic film, then I could hardly object to a blue-lighted darkness for the development of the Swami's effects.
Neither could I object to the Swami's insistence that he sit with his back to the true North. When he came into the room, accompanied by Lieutenant Murphy, his thoughts seemed turned in upon himself, or wafted somewhere out of this world. He stopped in midstride, struck an attitude of listening, or feeling, perhaps, and slowly shifted his body back and forth.
"Ah,” he said at last, in a tone of satisfaction, “there is the North!"
It was, but this was not particularly remarkable. There is no confusing maze of hallways leading to the Personnel Department from the outside. Applicants would be unable to find us if there were. If he had got his bearings out on the street, he could have managed to keep them.
He picked up the nearest chair with his own hands and shifted it so that it would be in tune with the magnetic lines of Earth. I couldn't object. The Chinese had insisted upon such placement of household articles, particularly their beds, long before the Earth's magnetism had been discovered by science. The birds had had their directionfinders attuned to it, long before there was man.
Instead of objecting, the lieutenant and I meekly picked up the table and shifted it to the new position. Sara and Auerbach came in as we were setting the table down. Auerbach gave one quick look at the Swami in his black cloak and nearly white turban, and then looked away.
"Remember semantics,” I murmured to him, as I pulled out Sara's chair for her. I seated her to the left of the Swami. I seated Auerbach to the right of him. If the lieutenant was, by chance, in cahoots with the Swami, I would foil them to the extent of not letting them sit side by side at least. I sat down at the opposite side of the table from the Swami. The lieutenant sat down between me and Sara.
The general manager came through the door at that instant, and took charge immediately.
"All right now,” Old Stone Face said crisply, in his low, rumbling voice, “no fiddle faddling around. Let's get down to business."
The Swami closed his eyes.
"Please be seated,” he intoned to Old Stone Face. “And now, let us all join hands in an unbroken circle."
Henry shot him a beetlebrowed look as he sat down between Auerbach and me, but at least he was cooperative to the extent that he placed both his hands on top of the table. If Auerbach and I reached for them, we would be permitted to grasp them.
I leaned back and snapped off the overhead light to darken the room in an eerie, blue glow.
We sat there, holding hands, for a full ten minutes. Nothing happened.
It was not difficult to estimate the pattern of Henry's mind. Six persons, ten minutes, equals one man-hour. One man-hour of idle time to be charged into the cost figure of the antigrav unit. He was staring fixedly at the cylinders which lay in random positions in the center of the table, as if to assess their progress at this processing point. He stirred restlessly in his chair, obviously dissatisfied with the efficiency rating of the manufacturing process.
The Swami seemed to sense the impatience, or it might have been coincidence.
"There is some difficulty,” he gasped in a strangulated, high voice. “My guides refuse to come through."
"Harrumph!” exclaimed Old Stone Face. It left no doubt about what he would do if his guides did not obey orders on the double.
"Someone in this circle is not a True Believer!” the Swami accused in an incredulous voice.
In the dim blue light I was able to catch a glimpse of Sara's face. She was on the verge of breaking apart. I managed to catch her eye and flash her a stern warning. Later she told me she had interpreted my expression as stark fear, but it served the same purpose. She smothered her laughter in a most unladylike sound somewhere between a snort and a squawk.
The Swami seemed to become aware that somehow he was not holding his audience spellbound.
"Wait!” he commanded urgently; then he announced in awestricken tones, “I feel a presence!"
There was a tentative, half-hearted rattle of some castanets which could have been managed by the Swami wiggling one knee, if he happened to have them concealed there. This was followed by the thin squawk of a bugle-which could have been accomplished by sitting over toward one side and squashing the air out of a rubber bulb attached to a ten-cent party horn taped to his thigh.
Then there was nothing. Apparently his guides had made a tentative appearance and were, understandably, completely intimidated by Old Stone Face. We sat for another five minutes.
"Harrumph!” Henry cleared his throat again, this time louder and more commanding.
"That is all,” the Swami said in a faint, exhausted voice. “I have returned to you on your material plane."
The handholding broke up in the way bits of metal, suddenly charged positive and negative, would fly apart. I leaned back again and snapped on the white lights. We all sat there a few seconds, blinking in what seemed a sudden glare.
The Swami sat with his chin dropped down to his chest. Then he raised stricken, liquid eyes.
"Oh, now I remember where I am,” he said. “What happened? I never know."
Old Stone Face threw him a look of withering scorn. He picked up one of the cylinders and hefted it in the palm of his hand. It did not fly upward to bang against the ceiling. It weighed about what it ought to weigh. He tossed the cylinder, contemptuously, back into the pile, scattering them over the table. He pushed back his chair, got to his feet, and stalked out of the room without looking at any of us.
The Swami made a determined effort to recapture the spotlight.
"I'm afraid I must have help to walk to the car,” he whispered. “I am completely exhausted. Ah, this work takes so much out of me. Why do I go on with it? Why? Why? Why?
He drooped in his chair, then made a valiantly brave effort to rise under his own power when he felt the lieutenant's hands lifting him up. He was leaning heavily on the lieutenant as they went out the door.
Sara looked at me dubiously.
"Will there be anything else?” she asked. Her tone suggested that since nothing had been accomplished, perhaps we should get some work out before she left.
"No, Sara,” I answered. “Good night. See you in the morning."
She nodded and went out the door.
Apparently none of them had seen what I saw. I wondered if Auerbach had. He was a trained observer. He was standing beside the table looking down at the cylinders. He reached over and poked at one of them with his forefinger. He was pushing it back and forth. It gave him no resistance beyond normal inertia. He pushed it a little farther out of parallel with true North. It did not try to swing back.
So he had seen it. When I'd laid the cylinders down on the table they were in random positions. During the seance there had been no jarring of the table, not even so much as a rap or quiver which could have been caused by the Swami's lifted knee. When we'd shifted the table, after the Swami had changed his chair, the cylinders hadn't been disturbed. When Old Stone Face had been staring at them during the séance-seance?, hah!-they were lying in inert, random positions.
But when the lights came back on, and just before Henry had picked one up and tossed it back to scatter them, every cylinder had been laid in orderly parallel-and with one end pointing to true North!
I stood there beside Auerbach, and we both poked at the cylinders some more. They gave us no resistance, nor showed that they had any ideas about it one way or the other.
"It's like so many things,” I said morosely. “If you do just happen to notice anything out of the ordinary at all, it doesn't seem to mean anything."
"Maybe that's because you're judging it outside of its own framework,” Auerbach answered. I couldn't tell whether he was being sarcastic or speculative. “What I don't understand,” he went on, “is that once the cylinders having been activated by whatever force there was in action-all right, call it psi-well, why didn't they retain it, the way the other cylinders retained the antigrav force?"
I thought for a moment. Something about the conditional setup seemed to give me an idea.
"You take a photographic plate,” I reasoned. “Give it a weak exposure to light, then give it a strong blast of overexposure. The first exposure is going to be blanked out by the second. Old Stone Face was feeling pretty strongly toward the whole matter."
Auerbach looked at me, unbelieving.
There isn't any rule about who can have psi talent,” I argued. “I'm just wondering if I shouldn't wire General Sanfordwaithe and tell him to cut our order for poltergeists down to five."
* * * *I spent a glum, restless night. I knew, with certainty, that Old Stone Face was going to give me trouble. I didn't need any psi talent for that; it was an inevitable part of his pattern. He had made up his mind to take charge of this antigrav operation, and he wouldn't let one bogus seance stop him more than momentarily.
If it weren't so close to direct interference with my department, I'd have been delighted to sit on the side lines and watch him try to command psi effects to happen. That would be like commanding some random copper wire and metallic cores to start generating electricity.
For once I could have overlooked the interference with my department if I didn't know, from past experience, that I'd be blamed for the consequent failure. And there was something else, too; I had the feeling that if I were allowed to go along, carefully and experimentally, I just might discover a few of the laws about psi. There was the tantalizing feeling that I was on the verge of knowing at least something.
The Pentagon people had been right. The Swami was an obvious phony of the baldest fakery, yet he had something. He had something, but how was I to get hold of it? Just what kind of turns with what around what did you make to generate a psi force? It took two thousand years for man to move from the concept that amber was a stone with a soul to the concept of static electricity. Was there any chance I could find some shortcuts in reducing the laws governing psi? The one bright spot of my morning was that Auerbach hadn't denied seeing the evidence of the cylinders pointing North.
It turned out to be the only bright spot. I had no more than got to my office and sorted out the routine urgencies from those which had to be handled immediately, when Sara announced the lieutenant and the Swami. I put everything else off, and told her to send them right in.
The Swami was in an incoherent rage. The lieutenant was contracting his eyebrows in a scowl and clenching his fists in frustration.
In a voice, soaring into the falsetto, the Swami demanded that he be sent back to Brooklyn where he was appreciated. The lieutenant had orders to stay with the Swami, but he didn't have any orders about returning either to Brooklyn or the Pentagon. I managed, at last, to get the lieutenant seated in a straight chair, but the Swami couldn't stay still long enough. He stalked up and down the room, swirling his slightly odorous black cloak on the turns. Gradually the story came out.
Old Stone Face, a strong advocate of Do It Now, hadn't wasted any time. From his home he had called the Swami at his hotel and commanded him to report to the general manager's office at once. They all got there about the same time, and Henry had waded right in.
Apparently Henry, too, had spent a restless night. He accused the Swami of inefficiency, bungling, fraud, deliberate insubordination, and a few other assorted faults for having made a fool out of us all at the seance. He'd as much as commanded the Swami to cut out all the shilly-shallying and get down to the business of activating antigrav cylinders, or else. He hadn't been specific about what the “or else” would entail.
"Now I'm sure he really didn't mean—” I began to pour oil on the troubled waters. “With your deep insight, Swami—The fate of great martyrs throughout the ages—” Gradually the ego-building phrases calmed him down. He grew willing to listen, if for no more than the anticipation of hearing more of them.
He settled down into the crying chair at last, his valence shifting from outraged anger to a vast and noble forgiveness. This much was not difficult. To get him to cooperate, consciously and enthusiastically, might not be so easy.
Each trade has its own special techniques. The analytical chemist has a series of routines he tries when he wishes to reduce an unknown compound to its constituents. To the chemically uneducated, this may appear to be a fumbling, hit or miss, kind of procedure. The personnel man, too, has his series of techniques, which may appear to be no more than random, pointless conversation.
I first tried the routine process of reasoning. I didn't expect it to work; it seldom does, but it can't be eliminated until it has been tested.
"You must understand,” I said slowly, soothingly, “that our intentions are constructive. We are simply trying to apply the scientific method to something which has, heretofore, been wrapped in mysticism."
The shocked freezing of his facial muscles gave me the answer to that.
"Science understands nothing, nothing at all!” he snapped. “Science tries to reduce everything to test tubes and formulae; but I am the instrument of a mystery which man can never know."
"Well, now,” I said reasonably. “Let us not be inconsistent. You say this is something man was not meant to know; yet you, yourself, have devoted your life to gaining a greater comprehension of it."
"I seek only to rise above my material self so that I might place myself in harmony with the flowing symphony of Absolute Truth,” he lectured me sonorously. The terminology didn't bother me; the jargon of the sciences sometimes grows just as esoteric. Maybe it even meant something.
One thing I was sure it meant. There are two basic approaches to the meaning of life and the universe about us. Man can know: That is the approach of science, its whole meaning. There are mysteries which man was not meant to know: That is the other approach. There is no reconciling of the two on a reasoning basis. I represented the former. I wasn't sure the Swami was a true representative of the latter, but at least he had picked up the valence and the phrases.
I made a mental note that reasoning was an unworkable technique with this compound. Henry, a past master at it, had already tried threats and abuse. That hadn't worked. I next tried one of the oldest forms in the teaching of man, a parable.
I told him of my old Aunt Dimity, who was passionately fond of rummy, but considered all other card games sinful.
"Ah, how well she proves my point,” the Swami countered. “There is an inner voice, a wisdom greater than the mortal mind to guide us-"
"Well now,” I asked reasonably, “why would the inner voice say that rummy was O.K., but casino wasn't?” But it was obvious he liked the point he had made better than he had liked the one I failed to make.
So I tried the next technique. Often an opponent will come over to your side if you just confess, honestly, that he is a better man than you are, and you need his help. What was the road I must take to achieve the same understanding he had? His eyes glittered at that.
"First there is fasting, and breathing, and contemplating self,” he murmured mendaciously. “I would be unable to aid you until you gave me full ascendancy over you, so that I might guide your every thought-"
I decided to try inspiration.
"Do you realize, Swami,” I asked, “that the one great drawback throughout the ages to a full acceptance of psi is the lack of permanent evidence? It has always been evanescent, perishable. It always rests solely upon the word of witnesses. But if I could show you a film print, then you could not doubt the existence of photography, could you?"
I opened my lower desk drawer and pulled out a couple of the Auerbach cylinders which we had used the night before. I laid them on top of the desk.
"These cylinders,” I said, “act like the photographic film. They will record, in permanent form, the psi effects you command. At last, for all mankind the doubt will be stilled; man will at once know the truth; and you will take your place among the immortals."
I thought it was pretty good. It should have done the trick. But the Swami was staring at the cylinders first in fascination, then fear, then in horror. He jumped to his feet, without bothering to swirl his robe majestically, rushed over to the door, fumbled with the knob as if he were in a burning room, managed to get the door open, and rushed outside. The lieutenant gave me a puzzled look, and went after him.
I drew a deep breath, and exhaled it audibly. My testing procedures hadn't produced the results I'd expected, but the last one had revealed something else-or rather, had confirmed two things we knew already.
One: The Swami believed himself to be a fraud.
Two: He wasn't.
Both cylinders were pointing toward the door. I watched them, at first not quite sure; like the Swami, I'd have preferred not to believe the evidence. But the change in their perspective with the angles of the desk made the motion unmistakable.
Almost as slowly as the minute hand of a watch, they were creeping across the desk toward the door. They, too, were trying to escape from the room.
I nudged them with my fingers. They hustled along a little faster, as if appreciative of the help, even coming from me. I saw they were moving faster, as if they were learning as they tried it. I turned one of them around. Slowly it turned back and headed for the door again. I lifted one of them down to the floor. It had no tendency to float, but it kept heading for the door. The other one fell off the desk while I was fooling with the first one. The jar didn't seem to bother it any. It, too, began to creep across the rug toward the door.
I opened the door for them. Sara looked up. She saw the two cylinders come into view, moving under their own power.
"Here we go again,” she said, resignedly.
The two cylinders pushed themselves over the door sill, got clear outside my office. Then they went inert. Both Sara and I tried nudging them, poking them. They just lay there; mission accomplished. I carried them back inside my office and lay them on the floor. Immediately both of them began to head for the door again.
"Simple,” Sara said dryly, “they just can't stand to be in the same room with you, that's all."
"You're not just whistling, gal,” I answered. “That's the whole point."
"Have I said something clever?” she asked seriously.
I took the cylinders back into my office and put them in a desk drawer. I watched the desk for a while, but it didn't change position. Apparently it was too heavy for the weak force activating the cylinders.
I picked up the phone and called Old Stone Face. I told him about the cylinders.
"There!” he exclaimed with satisfaction. “I knew all that fellow needed was a good old-fashioned talking to. Some day, my boy, you'll realize that you still have a lot to learn about handling men."
"Yes, sir,” I answered.
At that, Old Stone Face had a point. If he hadn't got in and riled things up, maybe the Swami would not have been emotionally upset enough to generate the psi force which had activated these new cylinders.
Did that mean that psi was linked with emotional upheaval? Well, maybe. Not necessarily, but Rhine had proved that strength of desire had an effect upon the frequency index of telekinesis.
Was there anything at all we knew about psi, so that we could start cataloguing, sketching in the beginnings of a pattern? Yes, of course there was.
First, it existed. No one could dismiss the mountainous mass of evidence unless he just refused to think about the subject.
Second, we could, in time, know what it was and how it worked. You'd have to give up the entire basis of scientific attitude if you didn't admit that.
Third, it acted like a sense, rather than as something dependent upon the intellectual process of thought. You could, for example-I argued to my imaginary listener-command your nose to smell a rose, and by autosuggestion you might think you were succeeding; that is, until you really did smell a real rose, then you'd know that you'd failed to create it through a thought pattern. The sense would have to be separated from the process of thinking about the sense.
So what was psi? But, at this point, did it matter much? Wasn't the main issue one of learning how to produce it, use it? How long did we work with electricity and get a lot of benefits from it before we formed some theories about what it was? And, for that matter, did we know what it was, even yet? “A flow of electrons” was a pretty meaningless phrase, when you stopped to think about it. I could say psi was a flow of psitrons, and it would mean as much.
I reached over and picked up a cigarette. I started fumbling around in the center drawer of my desk for a matchbook. I didn't find any. Without thinking, I opened the drawer containing the two cylinders. They were pressing up against the side of the desk drawer, still trying to get out of the room. Single purposed little beasts, weren't they?
I closed the drawer, and noticed that I was crushing out my cigarette in the ash tray, just as if I'd smoked it. My nerves weren't all they should be this morning.
Which brought up the fourth point, and also took me right back to where I started.
Nerves...
Emotional upheavals.
Rhine's correlations between interest, belief, and ability to perform...
It seemed very likely that a medium such as the Swami, whose basic belief was There Are Mysteries, would be unable to function in a framework where the obvious intent was to unveil those mysteries!
That brought up a couple more points. I felt pretty sure of them. I felt as if I were really getting somewhere. And I had a situation which was ideal for proving my points.
I flipped the intercom key, and spoke to Sara.
"Will you arrange with her foreman for Annie Malasek to come to my office right now?” I asked. Sara is flippant when things are going along all right, but she knows when to buckle down and do what she's asked. She gave me no personal reactions to this request.
Yes, Annie Malasek would be a good one. If anybody in the plant believed There Are Mysteries, it would be Annie. Further, she was exaggeratedly loyal to me. She believed I was responsible for turning her little Jennie, the little girl who'd started all this poltergeist trouble, into a Good Little Girl. In this instance, I had no qualms about taking advantage of that loyalty.
While I waited for her I called the lieutenant at his hotel. He was in. Yes, the Swami was also in. They'd just returned. Yes, the Swami was ranting and raving about leaving Los Angeles at once. He had said he absolutely would have nothing more to do with us here at Computer Research. I told Lieutenant Murphy to scare him with tales of the secret, underground working of Army Intelligence, to quiet him down. And I scared the lieutenant a little by pointing out that holding a civilian against his will without the proper writ was tantamount to kidnaping. So if the Army didn't want trouble with the Civil Courts, all brought about because the lieutenant didn't know how to handle his man-
The lieutenant became immediately anxious to cooperate with me. So then I soothed him. I told him that, naturally, the Swami was unhappy. He was used to Swamiing, and out here he had been stifled, frustrated. What he needed was some credulous women to catch their breath at his awe-inspiring insight and gaze with fearful rapture into his eyes. The lieutenant didn't know where he could find any women like that. I told him, dryly, that I would furnish some.
Annie was more than cooperative. Sure, the whole plant was buzzing about that foreign-looking Swami who had been seen coming in and out of my office. Sure, a lot of the Girls believed in seances.
"Why? Don't you, Mr. Kennedy?” she asked curiously.
I said I wasn't sure, and she clucked her tongue in sympathy. It must be terrible not to be sure, so ... well, it must be just terrible. And I was such a kind man, too...
But when I asked her to go to the hotel and persuade the Swami to give her a reading, she was reluctant. I thought my plan was going to be frustrated, but it turned out that her reluctance was only because she did not have a thing to wear, going into a high-toned place like that.
Sara wasn't the right size, but one of the older girls in the outer office would lend Annie some clothes if I would let her go see the Swami, too. It developed that her own teacher was a guest of Los Angeles County for a while, purely on a trumped-up charge, you understand, Mr. Kennedy. Not that she was a cop hater or anything like that. She was perfectly aware of what a fine and splendid job those noble boys in blue did for us all, but-
In my own office! Well, you never knew.
Yet, what was the difference between her and me? We were both trying to get hold of and benefit by psi effects, weren't we?
And the important thing was that we could combine our efforts to our mutual advantage. My interviewer's teacher had quite a large following, and now they were all at loose ends. If the Swami were willing, she could provide a large and ready-made audience for him. She would be glad to talk to him about it.
Annie hurriedly said that she would be glad to talk to him about it, too; that she could get up a large audience, too. So, even before it got started, I had my rival factions at work. I egged them both on, and promised that I'd get Army Intelligence to work with the local boys in blue to hold off making any raids.
Annie told me again what a kind man I was. My interviewer spoke up quickly and said how glad she was to find an opportunity for expressing how grateful she was for the privilege of working right in the same department with such an understanding, really intellectually developed adult. She eyed Annie sidelong, as if to gauge the effects of her attempts to set me up on a pedestal, out of Annie's reach.
I hoped I wouldn't start believing either one of them. I hoped I wasn't as inaccurate in my estimates of people as was my interviewer. I wondered if she were really qualified for the job she held. Then I realized this was a contest between two women and I, a mere male, was simply being used as the pawn. Well, that worked both ways. In a fair bargain both sides receive satisfaction. I felt a little easier about my tactical maneuvers.
But the development of rivalry between factions of the audience gave me an additional idea. Perhaps that's what the Swami really needed, a little rivalry. Perhaps he was being a little too hard to crack because he knew he was the only egg in the basket.
I called Old Stone Face and told him what I planned. He responded that it was up to me. He'd stepped in and got things under way for me, got things going, now it was my job to keep them going. It looked as if he were edging out from under-or maybe he really believed that.
Before I settled into the day's regular routine, I wired General Sanfordwaithe, and told him that if he had any more prospects ready would he please ship me one at once, via air mail, special delivery.
* * * *The recital hall, hired for the Swami's Los Angeles debut, was large enough to accommodate all the family friends and relatives of any little Maribel who, having mastered “Daffodils In May,” for four fingers, was being given to the World. It had the usual small stage equipped with pull-back curtains to give a dramatic flourish, or to shut off from view the effects of any sudden nervous catastrophe brought about by stage fright.
I got there, purposely a little late, in hopes the house lights would already be dimmed and everything in progress; but about a hundred and fifty people were milling around outside on the walk and in the corridors. Both factions had really been busy.
Most of them were women, but, to my intense relief, there were a few men. Some of these were only husbands, but a few of the men wore a look which said they'd been far away for a long time. Somehow I got the impression that instead of looking into a crystal ball, they would be more inclined to look out of one.
It was a little disconcerting to realize that no one noticed me, or seemed to think I was any different from anybody else. I supposed I should be thankful that I wasn't attracting any attention. I saw my interviewer amid a group of Older Girls. She winked at me roguishly, and patted her heavy handbag significantly. As per instructions, she was carrying a couple of the Auerbach cylinders.
I found myself staring in perplexity for a full minute at another woman, before I realized it was Annie. I had never seen her before, except dressed in factory blue jeans, man's blue shirt, and a bandanna wrapped around her head. Her companion, probably another of the factory assemblers, nudged her and pointed, not too subtly, in my direction. Annie saw me then, and lit up with a big smile. She started toward me, hesitated when I frowned and shook my head, flushed with the thought that I didn't want to speak to her in public; then got a flash of better sense than that. She, too, gave me a conspiratorial wink and patted her handbag.
My confederates were doing nicely.
Almost immediately thereafter a horsefaced, mustached old gal started rounding people up in a honey-sweet, pear-shaped voice; and herded them into the auditorium. I chose one of the wooden folding chairs in the back row.
A heavy jowled old gal came out in front of the closed curtains and gave a little introductory talk about how lucky we all were that the Swami had consented to visit with us. There was the usual warning to anyone who was not of the esoteric that we must not expect too much, that sometimes nothing at all happened, that true believers did not attend just to see effects. She reminded us kittenishly that the guides were capricious, and that we must all help by merging ourselves in the great flowing currents of absolute infinity.
She finally faltered, realized she was probably saying all the things the Swami would want to say-in the manner of people who introduce speakers everywhere-and with a girlish little flourish she waved at someone off stage.
The house lights dimmed. The curtains swirled up and back.
The Swami was doing all right for himself. He was seated behind a small table in the center of the stage. A pale violet light diffused through a huge crystal ball on the table, and threw his dark features into sharp relief. It gave an astonishingly remote and inscrutable wisdom to his features. In the pale light, and at this distance, his turban looked quite clean.
He began to speak slowly and sonorously. A hush settled over the audience, and gradually I felt myself merging with the mass reaction of the rest. As I listened, I got the feeling that what he was saying was of tremendous importance, that somehow his words contained great and revealing wonders-or would contain them if I were only sufficiently advanced to comprehend their true meanings. The man was good, he knew his trade. All men search for truth at one level or another. I began to realize why such a proportionate few choose the cold and impersonal laboratory. Perhaps if there were a way to put science to music-
The Swami talked on for about twenty minutes, and then I noticed his voice had grown deeper and deeper in tone, and suddenly, without any apparent transition, we all knew it was not really the Swami's voice we were hearing. And then he began to tell members of the audience little intimate things about themselves, things which only they should know.
He was good at this, too. He had mastered the trick of making universals sound like specifics. I could do the same thing. The patterns of people's lives have multiple similarities. To a far greater extent than generally realized the same things happen to everyone. The idea was to take some of the lesser known ones and word them so they seemed to apply to one isolated individual.
For instance, I could tell a fellow about when he was a little boy there was a little girl in a red dress with blond pigtails who used to scrap with him and tattle things about him to her mother. If he were inclined to be credulous, this was second sight I had. But it is a universal. What average boy didn't, at one time or another, know a little girl with blond pigtails? What blond little girl didn't occasionally wear a red dress? What little girl didn't tattle to her mother about the naughty things the boys were doing?
The Swami did that for a while. The audience was leaning forward in a rapture of ecstasy. First the organ tones of his voice soothed and softened. The phrases which should mean something if only you had the comprehension. The universals applied as specifics. He had his audience in the palm of his hand. He didn't need his crystal ball to tell him that.
But he wanted it to be complete. Most of the responses had been from women. He gave them the generalities which didn't sound like generalities. They confirmed with specifics. But most were women. He wanted the men, too. He began to concentrate on the men. He made it easy.
"I have a message,” he said. “From ... now let me get it right ... from R. S. It is for a man in this audience. Will the man who knew R. S. acknowledge?"
There was a silence. And that was such an easy one, too. I hadn't planned to participate, but, on impulse, since none of the other men were cooperating, I spoke up.
"Robert Smith!” I exclaimed. “Good old Bob!"
Several of the women sitting near me looked at me and beamed their approval. One of the husbands scowled at me.
"I can tell by your tone,” the Swami said, and apparently he hadn't recognized my tone, “that you have forgiven him. That is the message. He wants you to know that he is happy. He is much wiser now. He knows now that he was wrong."
One of the women reached over and patted me on the shoulder.
But the Swami had no more messages for men. He was, smart enough to know where to stop. He'd tried one of the simplest come-ons, and there had been too much of a pause. It had almost not come off.
I wondered who good old Bob Smith was? Surely, among the thousands of applicants I'd interviewed, there must have been a number of them. And, being applicants, of course some of them had been wrong.
The Swami's tones, giving one message after another-faster and faster now, not waiting for acknowledgment or confirmation-began to sink into a whisper. His speech became ragged, heavy. The words became indistinguishable. About his head there began to float a pale, luminescent sphere. There was a subdued gasp from the audience and then complete stillness. As though, unbreathing, in the depths of a tomb, they watched the sphere. It bobbed about, over the Swami's head and around him. At times it seemed as if about to float off stage, but it came back. It swirled out over the audience, but not too far, and never at such an angle that the long, flexible dull black wire supporting it would be silhouetted against the glowing crystal ball.
Then it happened. There was a gasp, a smothered scream. And over at one side of the auditorium a dark object began bobbing about in the air up near the ceiling. It swerved and swooped. The Swami's luminescent sphere jerked to a sudden stop. The Swami sat with open mouth and stared at the dark object which he was not controlling.
The dark object was not confined to any dull black wire. It went where it willed. It went too high and brushed against the ceiling.
There was a sudden shower of coins to the floor. A compact hit the floor with a flat spat. A handkerchief floated down more slowly.
"My purse!” a woman gasped. I recognized my interviewer's voice. Her purse contained two Auerbach cylinders, and they were having themselves a ball.
In alarm, I looked quickly at the stage, hoping the Swami wasn't astute enough to catch on. But he was gone. The audience, watching the bobbing purse, hadn't realized it as yet. And they were delayed in realizing it by a diversion from the other side of the auditorium.
” I can't hold it down any longer, Mr. Kennedy!” a woman gasped out. “It's taking me up into the air!"
"Hold on, Annie!” I shouted back. “I'm coming!"
* * * *A chastened and subdued Swami sat in my office the following morning, and this time he was inclined to be cooperative. More, he was looking to me for guidance, understanding, and didn't mind acknowledging my ascendancy. And, with the lieutenant left in the outer office, he didn't have any face to preserve.
Later, last night, he'd learned the truth of what happened after he had run away in a panic. I'd left a call at the hotel for the lieutenant. When the lieutenant had got him calmed down and returned my call, I'd instructed him to tell the Swami about the Auerbach cylinders; to tell the Swami he was not a fake after all.
The Swami had obviously spent a sleepless night. It is a terrible thing to have spent years perfecting the art of fakery, and then to realize you needn't have faked at all. More terrible, he had swallowed some of his own medicine, and all through the night he had shivered in fear of some instant and horrible retaliation. For him it was still a case of There Are Mysteries.
And it was of no comfort to his state of mind right now that the four cylinders we had finally captured last night were, at this moment, bobbing about in my office, swooping and swerving around in the upper part of the room, like bats trying to find some opening. I was giving him the full treatment. The first two cylinders, down on the floor, were pressing up against my closed door, like frightened little things trying to escape a room of horror.
The Swami's face was twitching, and his long fingers kept twining themselves into King's X symbols. But he was sitting it out. He was swallowing some of the hair of the dog that bit him. I had to give him A for that.
"I've been trying to build up a concept of the framework wherein psi seems to function,” I told him casually, just as if it were all a formulized laboratory procedure, “I had to pull last night's stunt to prove something."
He tore his eyes away from the cylinders which were over exploring one corner of the ceiling, and looked at me.
"Let's go to electricity,” I said speculatively. “Not that we know psi and electricity have anything in common, other than some similar analogies, but we don't know they don't. Both of them may be just different manifestations of the same thing. We don't really know why a magnetized core, turning inside a coil of copper wire, generates electricity.
"Oh we've got some phrases,” I acknowledged. “We've got a whole structure of phrases, and when you listen to them they sound as if they ought to mean something-like the phrases you were using last night. Everybody assumes they do mean something to the pundits. So, since it is human to want to be a pundit, we repeat these phrases over and over, and call them explanations. Yet we do know what happens, even if we do just theorize about why. We know how to wrap something around something and get electricity.
"Take the induction coil,” I said. “We feed a low-voltage current into one end, and we draw off a high-voltage current from the other. But anyone who wants, any time, can disprove the whole principle of the induction coil. All you have to do is wrap your core with a nonconductor, say nylon thread, and presto, nothing comes out. You see, it doesn't work; and anybody who claims it does is a faker and a liar. That's what happens when science tries to investigate psi by the standard methods.
"You surround a psi-gifted individual with nonbelievers, and probably nothing will come out of it. Surround him with true believers; and it all seems to act like an induction coil. Things happen. Yet even when things do happen, it is usually impossible to prove it.
"Take yourself, Swami. And this is significant. First we have the north point effect. Then those two little beggars trying to get out the door. Then the ones which are bobbing around up there. Without the cylinders there would have been no way to know that anything had happened at all.
"Now, about this psi framework. It isn't something you can turn on and off, at will. We don't know enough yet for that. Aside from some believers and those individuals who do seem to attract psi forces, we don't know, yet, what to wrap around what. So, here's what you're to do: You're to keep a supply of these cylinders near you at all times. If any psi effects happen, they'll record it. Fair enough?
"Now,” I said with finality. “I have anticipated that you might refuse. But you're not the only person who has psi ability. I've wired General Sanfordwaithe to send me another fellow; one who will cooperate."
The Swami thought it over. Here he was with a suite in a good hotel; with an army lieutenant to look after his earthly needs; on the payroll of a respectable company; with a ready-made flock of believers; and no fear of the bunco squad. He had never had it so good. The side money, for private readings alone, should be substantial.
Further, and he watched me narrowly, I didn't seem to be afraid of the cylinders.
"I'll cooperate,” he said.
For three days there was nothing. The Swami called me a couple times a day and reported that the cylinders just lay around his room. I didn't know what to tell him. I recommended he read biographies of famous mediums. I recommended fasting, and breathing, and contemplating self. He seemed dubious, but said he'd try it.
On the morning of the third day, Sara called me on the intercom and told me there was another Army lieutenant in her office, and another ... gentleman. I opened my door and went out to Sara's office to greet them.
The new lieutenant was no more than the standard output from the same production line as Lieutenant Murphy, but the wizened little old man he had in tow was from a different and much rarer matrix. As fast as I had moved, I was none too soon. The character reached over and tilted up Sara's chin as I was coming through the door.
"Now you're a healthy young wench,” he said with a leer. “What are you doing tonight, baby?” The guy was at least eighty years old.
"Hey, you, pop!” I exclaimed in anger. “Be your age!"
He turned around and looked me up and down.
"I'm younger, that way, than you are, right now!” he snapped.
A disturbance in the outer office kept me from thinking up a retort. There were some subdued screams, some scuffling of heavy shoes, the sounds of some running feet as applicants got away. The outer door to Sara's office was flung open.
Framed in the doorway, breast high, floated the Swami!
He was sitting, cross-legged, on a hotel bathmat. From both front corners, where they had been attached by loops of twine, there peeked Auerbach cylinders. Two more rear cylinders were grasped in Lieutenant Murphy's strong hands. He was propelling the Swami along, mid air, in Atlantic City Boardwalk style.
The Swami looked down at us with aloof disdain, then his eyes focused on the old man. His glance wavered; he threw a startled and fearful look at the cylinders holding up his bathmat. They did not fall. A vast relief overspread his face, and he drew himself erect with more disdain than ever. The old man was not so aloof.
"Harry Glotz!” he exclaimed. “Why you ... you faker! What are you doing in that getup?"
The Swami took a casual turn about the room, leaning to one side on his magic carpet as if banking an airplane.
"Peasant!” He spat the word out and motioned grandly toward the door. Lieutenant Murphy pushed him through.
"Why, that no good bum!” the old man shouted at me. “That no-good from nowhere! I'll fix him! Thinks he's something, does he? I'll show him! Anything he can do I can do better!"
His rage got the better of him. He rushed through the door, shaking both fists above his white head, shouting imprecations, threats, and pleading to be shown how the trick was done, all in the same breath. The new lieutenant cast a stricken look at us and then sped after his charge.
"Looks as if we're finally in production,” I said to Sara.
"That's only the second one,” she said mournfully. “When you get all six of them, this joint's sure going to be jumping!"
I looked out of her window at the steel and concrete walls of the factory. They were solid, real, secure; they were a symbol of reality, the old reality a man could understand.
"I hope you don't mean that literally, Sara,” I answered dubiously.


PART THREEHOW ALLIEDOccasionally, in every personnel man's life, there comes a day when there are no pressing problems. Perhaps out of sheer boredom with perpetual squabbling, all the workers and department heads at Computer Research were giving their attention to getting some work done for a change. Even Old Stone Face-Mr. Henry Grenoble, General Manager-hadn't bothered me for a day or so about how much less dependable people were than machines, and why wasn't I doing something about that? The lull gave me a breather.
I was sitting at my desk, experimenting with my little psi machine, when Sara, my secretary, stuck her head through our adjoining door. She looked my little gadget over, looked at me, and stepped all the way into my office.
"Your retrogression to childhood seems to be progressing nicely, Mr. Kennedy,” she said in that dry, flip manner she affects, or really feels, with me.
"This is a psi machine,” I instructed loftily. “Good for testing psi force. Works better for some than for others. Follows Rhine's card-calling patterns, works better for the first few tries than later in the run-sometimes. Sometimes the other way around, just to keep us confused."
She grinned at me and tossed her shoulder-length bob of red hair in the latest movie queen gesture. But no matter how hard she tried, her face could not assume that expression of vacuous idiocy men are supposed to find irresistible.
"Maybe we could find out how strong your psi force is, Sara,” I suggested. “Want to try?"
"I'll stick to tea leaves,” she answered. “Or maybe take a course of lessons from that fake Swami you hired last month."
"That fake Swami is doing all right,” I answered her back. “Or as well as might be expected. Now and then he does activate some Auerbach psi cylinders."
"Just so we don't all go overboard,” she murmured, and looked pointedly at my gadget. In spite of her overtones of disdain, I knew she was interested.
"Sometime, in the deep privacy of your apartment, where you don't have to maintain your sophisticated dignity, you might like to try this little gadget,” I said seriously. “Take a piece of cardboard, draw a clock face on it, stick a pin up through the center. Cut a small arrow out of ordinary paper and balance it, without piercing, on the pin point. Think of a number on the card, and if your psi force is anything to brag about the arrow will swing around and point to that number. It's very simple, anybody can make one."
"Of course the air currents in the room have nothing whatever to do with swinging the arrow around,” she scoffed. Still, she did come closer and perch herself on the arm of the crying chair-the chair that looks comfortable but actually slants a little so the sitter slowly slides outward, a gentle hint that even the most enjoyable grievance or calculated hysterics must come to an end sometime.
"Sure,” I agreed. “The point is the arrow goes to the right number too often for random chance."
Sara surprised me, and shouldn't have because I knew she was a bright girl.
"You sit there thinking at that little thing,” she said, and gazed out of my window at the long cement wall of factory building number three. “Air currents move it around. It hesitates at the wrong number, so you go on concentrating. Finally it gets around to the right number and wham! You score a hit. How can you lose""
"You want to go out and find a nice soft tree crotch to sleep in because investigating the idea of a cave is too radical?” I asked sourly.
I shoved the little gadget over to one side of my desk beside another one that had, instead of numbers, the brief answers to questions written on it. Such as “Yes,” “No,” “Tomorrow,” things like that. In a fit of whimsy I'd filled in one space with “Don't do it, Ralph!"
"What did you want, Sara?” I asked with one more glance at the psi machines. “You didn't come in here just to browbeat me."
"There's an applicant by the name of George to see you,” she answered.
"George? George Who?” I asked, automatically.
"Just George,” she shrugged. “That's all the interviewer told me.
"What's the matter with the interviewers? Why can't they talk to this George? Why should I have to take my attention away from important things-"
Her eyes swiveled over to my psi gadgets, and she couldn't help grinning.
"All right,” I agreed. “Maybe not so important, but how are we to know? Anyway, why should I interview raw applicants when we've got a whole staff for that purpose?"
"This George seems to be something special, and you gave orders that you, personally, wanted to see anybody with-anybody like that. Who knows? Maybe you'll turn up another fake Swami, or another little poltergeist girl like Jennie Malasek."
I looked at her, grimaced wryly, and sighed.
"Not again,” I said. “That was when the heat was on from the Military. They've cooled down now, and so have I. I've had my fill of screwballs. I—” I sighed again at her patient certainty I'd see the applicant as soon as I'd grumbled enough. “All right,” I agreed. “Send him in. If the interviewers can't handle him, well, I'd better do something to keep from asking myself on the way home, ‘And what bright hope did you give to the World today, Ralph Kennedy?’ Send him in."
"Yes, sir,” she said formally, and stood up. She still says “sir” to me now and then. I'm never sure if it is respect, derision, or just an old habit hanging on from young and hopeful days when she dreamed of being secretary to a dynamic tycoon of industry. Was it ever possible she might have thought the Director of Industrial Relations at Computer Research Corporation was a dynamic tycoon? If so, I may have let her down.
While she was out of the office I started to ditch my psi machines into a desk drawer, then decided to let them stay. After all, it was only an applicant I'd be interviewing.
"Is George going to be something special-more trouble?” I asked the answer machine. The arrow pointed to “Yes.” This was not so remarkable, since the arrow had been pointing there before I'd asked. I could have made precognition out of that if I wanted to.
I lit a cigarette.
My door opened again to gust the number arrow off its moorings and send the answer arrow swirling around. Five young men came in, single file, through the doorway. Behind them Sara was making signs with her eyes and shoulders that she hadn't known it was to be a convention. She made wide eyes, and closed the door.
At first glance they were easily classified as fresh, young college grads. A couple were big and bulky, a couple were medium and one was a wiry little guy. They were assorted blondes, brunettes and betweens. Each had two eyes, a nose, a mouth, and assorted ears. They didn't exactly have the trademark “Made At Stanford” stamped on their foreheads, but it was pretty apparent they'd all been turned out by the same mass production education machine.
I waved to conference chairs grouped together over in one corner of the office.
"Have seats, fellows,” I said.
They all sat down, as close to one another as the chairs permitted, as if to draw reassurance and warmth from one another. Their movement was just enough off beat not to be the precision of a drill team. I sighed silently: Young grads always made such a big thing out of a Job Interview. I hoped I wouldn't be a disappointment to them.
"Before we begin,” I said, and put a little of the classroom lecture tone in my voice to make them feel at ease, “I should check you fellows out on something. It's a bad idea to go job hunting in a gang, or even in pairs. When you become adult you're supposed to be able to walk into an office all by yourself, without your gang to hold you up. All right, which one of you is looking for work? Which one is ... er ... George?"
They looked at one another with something like a secret smile, then they looked at me. And there was pity for me in their faces. That was normal enough. The young grad naturally assumes that no one, before his time, ever cracked a textbook, or even learned how to read. And at that time I was still secure enough in my mature ascendancy not to realize I might need their pity.
"Sir,” Chair Number One said boldly. Then his immaturity got the best of him. He gulped and swallowed. But the sentence wasn't interrupted, because Chair Number Two picked it up without a pause.
"Word has got around that this company hires oddballs!” He used the term with a certain pride, then felt he should define it for me. “People with unusual talents."
I made a wry grimace.
"I hope such word doesn't filter through to Management,” I said ruefully. “I've got enough troubles already."
"You should be proud of it,” Number Four, the wiry little guy, spoke up. “Unusual achievements require unusual people!” Somehow I could picture a framed motto of those words hanging on his study wall. If so, it would be a cultural step forward from Kipling's “If."
"Let's get down to cases,” I said. “What's the pitch? Which one is George?"
"We're all George,” Number Three said. Their little secret smile was more apparent now, and had a touch of delight in it.
"Great,” I answered dryly. “A valuable asset. Just what industry needs. Your first names are all George."
"Not exactly, sir,” Number Five said, as if he wished I weren't quite so slow in comprehension. “None of our names is George. That's just the name we adopted. He's the only one who really counts. You might say he's the sixth one of us, only that wouldn't be quite right."
"Oh,” I said, and began to realize why the interviewer had passed these guys on to me. “There's a sixth one, and he's the only one who counts. All you fellows are just here to pave the way for his interview. Must be quite a man to get all you fellows to strew rose petals in his path."
"You're close,” Number One said, and his grin grew wider.
"Closer than you know,” Number Two agreed.
"Although you couldn't accurately call him a man,” Number Three qualified.
Numbers Four and Five nodded approvingly.
"All right, guys,” I said. “I know when I'm getting the needle. But this is your job interview, not mine. I've already got a job, such as it is. It's up to you to make the pitch, not me. So trot on out and tell George to come in and speak for himself."
"George is already here,” Number Four said.
"He's been here all the time,” Two agreed.
"Certainly,” One said. “Otherwise this conversation wouldn't make sense."
I felt the first twinge of uncertainty. It wasn't making any sense to me-and it was, to them. They were quite serious, too. I bit down on my lower lip, and glanced over at the psi machine. The arrow was pointing to “Don't do it, Ralph!"
Somehow it failed to satisfy me. Don't get mad? Don't throw ’em out? Don't talk to ’em any more at all? Don't pass up this wonderful opportunity? Nicely ambiguous, it could mean anything.
"Maybe you fellows had better start explaining,” I said mildly. I wasn't taking the lead in the interview any longer.
"Sir,” Two said, and appeared ready to launch into a prepared speech. “You've no doubt noticed that individualism is being replaced in our times with collective effort, teamwork, group activity?"
I nodded affirmatively that I had noticed it. I'd also observed something else just now. Number Two had started the sentence, but Number Three had finished it. The switch was so smooth that I hadn't quite noticed just which word had been used as the pivot.
"I've got some reservations about group effort,” I said, and pretended I hadn't noticed the switch. If it were a gag, I wouldn't give them the satisfaction of being impressed with their drill precision. “I've noticed a group can better develop an old idea, but it still takes an individual to come up with a new one."
They looked at me with pity again. I was in my late thirties, and to them doddering with age. Their faces showed they thought I was ready to turn out to pasture. Suddenly I remembered reading about experiments of free-wheeling idea association groups and the remarkable new ideas that came out of it. Maybe they were right, maybe I was doddering and should be turned out to pasture. But apparently they somehow agreed among themselves to overlook my lapse, which had definitely placed me in a former generation.
"And have you observed,” Number Four smoothly picked up at the point where I'd inanely interrupted, but he transferred the rest of the question to One, “that sometimes a group or a crowd seems to take on a definite mass Personality?"
"Theater entertainers talk about-"
"A hot audience or a cold audience. Rabble rousers can make-"
"Some audiences turn handsprings, and fall flat with others. In a mob-"
"Something seems to take possession of the people, causing-"
"Them to do things they wouldn't dream of doing as separate individuals. Or you take a delinquent gang in a no-reason assault. Afterwards, they don't seem to realize what they did, or why they did-"
"It. Some kind of an interplay and mental feedback takes place, transforming the mental current into a palpable power-"
"Something seems to come into being-"
"A mass entity-"
"A thing-"
"A personality-"
"A being-"
"It exists, and the people in the mob or group are just its parts, its extensions, its senses, hands, feet, eyes, ears-pseudopods!"
"Well, sir, our entity is-"
"GEORGE!"
They all sat there, beaming at me, pleased with themselves-or pleased with George. They seemed to realize I needed a moment to absorb what they had told me. And I did. I was trying to figure out what kind of a con game they were trying to pull. It wasn't anything vicious. I was pretty confident of that. I'd seen my share of angelfaced sadists, but these kids were fine lads, I'd bet on it. I found an explanation which seemed rational.
It was what they'd call an interest catcher. Their vocational counselors would have given them the same old line, “Now when you go out to look for that very special niche in life you deserve, you've got to think of something special, something to catch the employer's interest, make him see you as a person instead of just another applicant.” It was a good theory, and sometimes it worked. They'd tried. They'd offered something very special, with drilled precision that must have cost many hours of rehearsal.
But this time it had failed, because I didn't see them as individuals at all, just as a group. I didn't even know their names, or care to know them. One, Two, Three, Four and Five was quite good enough. So their con game, innocent and harmless but still a con game, had failed.
Or had it? Was that the whole point? That they didn't want me to see them as individuals, but only as a group? A group called George?
"These ordinary mob entities,” Two began the conversation again, but the phrases were tossed from one to another like a basketball. “-are just flash existences. They come into reality for a while, and then they don't exist any longer. After they go they leave their pseudopods, the people involved, bewildered and ashamed if the entity was an evil thing which made them do evil deeds. Or, if it was something good, like a music jam session, or a football rally, or a panty raid, or maybe just a quiet talk about what is life, then the people remember it. They remember it as one of the deep and lasting experiences of their lives, they long for it to happen again; like army buddies who have been under fire together, there's a kinship deeper than blood, they never forget, they get together again and again trying to make the entity come alive once more so they can enjoy, really enjoy, living in the fullest sense."
All of them had contributed to the speech, but I found it easier to follow the thread of their argument if I half closed my eyes and made no effort to keep track of the rapid shunting of the conversational ball from one to the other. Ridiculous though it seemed, it was easier to accept George as the real entity and these lads as merely his parts, than attempt to keep them separate; easier to conclude it was George speaking without any discrimination as to whose mouth he was using.
"We've been together ever since we were kids living in the same block,” they said, or George said, and I gave up trying to make that distinction, too. “We grew up together. It got so our parents hardly knew which of us was whose. We've always stayed together, even managed to keep in the same company during our military hitch. We don't remember when George became into being, when we stopped being separate boys and all became a part of George. Other entities, bad and good ones, come and go; but as long as we can stay together, and we will, George stays with us."
"So we think there ought to be some kind of a job in your Company for George-"
"Something that five unconnected guys couldn't do, but George could do-"
"Something unusual-"
"And as long as you hire oddballs anyway-"
"Well, unusual achievements require unusual people!"
I wasn't buying any of this, of course. It was clever, and marvelously executed. I was intrigued in spite of my years of being subjected to the tricks the brighter applicants could dream up. And of course it would all fall to pieces if I switched the conversation onto a subject they couldn't have rehearsed in advance.
Yet I found myself reluctant to do that. I liked these kids, and behind my expression which I hoped was noncommittal, I was applauding them. If anybody ever deserved A for effort-I'd long ago realized that an applicant didn't stand a chance if I really wanted to take him apart, that my years of experience with every kind of a human dodge and gimmick made it like turning a machine gun on a kid with a toy bow and arrow. Unless something vital was at stake, I usually let people get away with their carefully contrived frameworks simply because destroying them would give me no pleasure.
But I was intrigued beyond this point with these kids.
What if there really were a George? Of course there wasn't, but what if there were? They'd made a powerful case for his, existence, and the idea of a superentity would explain much in mass psychology heretofore unexplainable. The more we learned of electronics the more we were realizing that through interplay and feedback, impalpable force fields were brought into being which had measurable effects-effects impossible to any one of the machines contributing to the whole. The echo effect in a broadcasting studio was a rudimentary example.
Yes, what if there were a George? Why didn't I feel him, if there were? Because I was not one of the parts? Because, like a spectator standing off from a mob scene who looked with incredulous wonder upon their behavior, I could only see the effects from the outside? I felt a twinge of envy, for like everyone else, I, also, in fleeting instances, had known a sense of “belonging together.” The thing the Gestalt school was trying to develop.
"What a basketball or hockey team you guys would make,” I said. “Imagine a team where every member was completely in tune with every other member, the whole acting as one coordinated entity."
"That's the idea, sir,” one of them said. But their faces told me of their disappointment in me. Their idea of something for George to do went far deeper than winning some sports events. George was real, George was earnest, and the gym was not his goal.
"Or a music jam session,” I said. “Wow!"
They sat politely and waited.
"Mind you,” I said, “I'm not convinced of George, but on the hypothesis that he could exist, there must be dozens, hundreds of things, things we've never been able to do in industry or science because of imperfect communication and coordination."
Their faces brightened. At last the old guy was getting down to something solid.
But I was stopped right there. There must be dozens, hundreds. But at the moment I couldn't think of any. Very well, Kennedy, do what you always do with an applicant. Find out what he is trained for, what he can do, then it is simple to fit him in to what you need done-if he qualifies.
These boys qualified, there was no doubt of it. In spite of their closeness, they hadn't taken the same courses in school. One was a mechanical engineer, one an electronics engineer. Another had specialized in cybernetics, and that fitted neatly because our major line was making computers and mechanical brains for hush-hush missiles and so forth. A fourth one had specialized in production control, and the fifth one in industry procedures, such as accounting, purchasing, supervision, organization, things like that.
They were qualified. Every one of them was an ideal trainee.
But it still gave me nothing for George to do! There were a lot of unformed ideas teasing me just back of mental consciousness, and a considerable self-disgust that I couldn't put my finger on anything specific. But, there it was. Given time, I'd no doubt think of something. I didn't want to lose these lads while I thought it over. I'd have hired them like a shot if they'd come in separately, so why let them go on to some competitor while I mulled around trying to dream up something for George-who didn't exist anyway?
I launched into my young-grad-industrial-trainee speech, all about the need for converting knowing about things to doing them, the necessity for taking a beginning place while they learned the ropes. While they were learning, we would be observing them, finding out where they would best fit in our total organization, et cetera, et cetera. The same old line each young grad accepts cynically because there is nothing else he can do.
A little to my astonishment, they accepted enthusiastically. That was the idea. They realized that it was too much to expect something unusual for George right away, that like any other new employee, George would have to prove himself before he could expect anything of importance.
I was further astonished that the menial jobs I described for them didn't insult them. Usually a young grad's idea of starting at the bottom means Assistant to the President.
I called in the interviewer who had shunted the boys on to me, and told him to process the lads for the trainee jobs, the three engineers as draftsmen in their respective fields, a production control man as a stock chaser and expediter, and the business administration lad as a clerk in the purchasing department.
These were the open jobs, and it should be obvious to any interviewer that these were the lads to fill them. The interviewer looked at me with mingled emotions. Part of him was asking, “How do you do it?” with admiration, and the other part was sore at me because I had been able to do it, when all he'd got was irrational confusion.
I failed to reveal that I was also somewhat irrationally confused.
* * * *I had never run a personnel department on the usual policy of forgetting your promises as soon as you saw the back of the employee. One of the reasons we had so little organization trouble was because they knew that if I failed to keep my promise it wasn't because I hadn't tried.
In the days that followed, I tried to find something for George. I talked to various supervisors whose intelligence I respected. I went to administrative engineers. I threw the problem into the theoretical research lab. Everyone had the same reaction.
"Why sure, there must be dozens, hundreds-"
"Name me one, just one,” I'd say. “Name me something that theoretically we know how to do, but can't do, because we can't ever get the perfect coordination and communication to meet unforeseen developments."
Of course they accepted my statement that this was just a hypothetical situation. I wasn't sticking out my neck any farther than that. But it was an intriguing thought, and the more imaginative engineers pounced upon it with delight. Why there must be dozens. Name one, just one.
And they did name problems by the score. But these always fitted into one of two categories-either science didn't yet know how to solve the problem even with perfect communication and coordination, or it was only a little better performance than five separate guys could do without complete empathy. Never anything that only a George could do, a thing that couldn't be done without a George.
Some of them tried a different approach.
"Tell me what qualities George has, and then it should be easy to think of something that only he could do."
I learned to counter that one, because it led into endless discussions about qualities of mind, and never produced anything specific for George to do anyway.
"Give him any rational qualities you want,” I'd say. “Anything that fits into our present framework of science and industry. Let's don't deal in magic, or this time in the usual concepts of psi. Here we've got five guys, who are just ordinary guys without any wild talents. But they've worked out Gestalt empathy to the point where they think and act as a unit, as one organism. Now, granted this organism as a whole may equal more than the sum of its parts, still it doesn't have any wild talents. It can't turn the Auerbach cylinder into an antigravity unit, for example. But it is greater than the sum of its parts, it is more than just five well-trained guys who would bog down in confusion as soon as an unforeseen circumstance arose, who would have to stop whatever they were doing to compare notes and agree on where to go from there. This ... this George, would react instantly, drawing his decision from the combined minds and talents of the whole group, and all parts of the group would carry out the decision just as if they were parts of one body directed by one brain. Give him any background, any training, any knowledge, any rational qualities you like. What good is he? What could he do that we can't already do?"
They'd grin and mumble something about if I didn't have anything more important than that to occupy my time they certainly did. They'd agree to think about it, because, like myself, just behind the frame of consciousness there was the teasing certainty that there must be dozens, hundreds-
That, in itself, intrigued me. Was man evolving into a kind of group entity, instead of separate individuals? Some philosophers had said so. The whole social structure was trending in that direction. Were we on the verge of a whole new concept of mind and existence? Something we could intuitively feel but not put into words?
It became important to me, far beyond the importance of merely keeping my promise to think of something for George to do, my promise to the five lads. The five boys had settled into their new jobs without a disturbing ripple on the surface of the organization, and a couple of supervisors had gone out of their way to tell me that if there were any more of the same floating around to grab them.
One supervisor said it was astonishing the way his man seemed to grasp total orientation in his job, seemed to know without being told how the work he did fitted into the total structure. He thought this very unusual, because it usually took months or years for the concept to dawn that each job fitted into the pattern of all other jobs, like a big jigsaw puzzle.
I agreed that it was unusual. And felt a chill run down my spine. It wouldn't be unexpected if what was being taught the other four trainees was instantly available to him! Where did empathy leave off and telepathy begin?
I went beyond my usual conversations with the engineers and theoretical scientists. I even thought of taking the problem to Old Stone Face, and then got the practical thought that the general manager would flay me alive for wasting time on a hypothetical problem when there were so many real ones to solve-such as how to make people behave like machines.
I did take up the problem, tentatively, with Colonel Backhead. Along with other private industries working on hush-hush government contracts, we had our contingent of Army-Air Force-Navy personnel, who acted to interpret contracts, pass on plans and specifications, inspect output, needle the security police into ever increasing suspicions of everybody, stamp Top Secret on every piece of paper they saw. An organization within an organization. “A cancerous growth in the body of free enterprise,” Old Stone Face would mutter when he was particularly perturbed by some foolish regulation.
Still, I'd got to the point of desperation. I'd even accept an idea from Colonel Backhead, if he had one. He did, and it astonished me.
"Good thing such a thing doesn't exist,” he said in his clipped, raspy tones. “Rob a bank too easy."
Now what kind of a subconscious mind did he have?
Repeated failure and time dulled my enthusiasm for the quest. Other wheels were squeaking louder than my five lads; Company wheels, and Military wheels.
A certain realization also dulled my search, and faced me with defeat. Both industry and science are founded upon the basic premise that there cannot be perfect communication and coordination between individuals. The procedures are all set up to compensate for that lack. Deeper still, like any hypothesis founded upon a basic premise that is unquestioned, all theories and questions are shaped by that premise, and all evidence is rationalized to fit it-like the wondrous structure of astronomy built around Ptolemy's basic premise that the Earth was the center of the universe. It takes a complete breakthrough, a destruction of the basic premise, before we can think of the questions, much less arrive at answers.
I would have to be a Copernicus to think of something for George to do-and I wasn't.
I salved my conscience over the broken promise to the five lads by rationalizing that this betrayal was no more than any other young grad could expect. Most of them came in with bright hopes, eager ambitions, wondrous talents, and one by one we ground them down to fit into the total organization machine. They were malleable material. That was evidenced by the fact that their college had been able to pound and pummel them all into the same mental and attitude shape, so that they all could come out of the same production machine. Industry would follow the same process, and in five, ten, twenty years they would be unmistakably business executives. Was that bad?
What a terrible waste of unusual talents! Still, what could I do? If George was so unusual, let him find his own niche! Every other employee had to!
Accepting the rationalization was gall, but what else? And in the meantime, I did have other problems, problems I could solve.
Six months went by. A short time in the span of a lifetime job, a long time to a bright young trainee who took a temporary job only until something better, to make use of his unusual abilities, could be worked out. I forgot about the five guys. No special trouble over them came to my attention, and they became just five out of five thousand employees.
I had never accepted George as more than a hypothetical idea, and my wisdom in this course was apparent. If George did exist, he wasn't making his presence known to anybody. I even rationalized George away. Kids often dream up imaginary companions, talk to them, insist that mother set a place at the table for them, make a place for them in their beds. Such a thing had occurred to these five lads when they were kids-and because of their constant association they'd simply kept the idea alive. But now that they had jobs in separate departments, and were growing up, taking on more adult responsibilities in their jobs, the whole childish idea would soon appear silly to them.
I was glad I'd always kept it purely hypothetical when talking with the engineers and scientists.
With that final rationalization, I dismissed them from my mind completely. In the usual sink-or-swim fashion, they would either climb on up in their jobs through the usual channels, or they wouldn't. Until they became troublesome, they were none of my affair-now.
My little psi machines had likewise been discarded. Association and consequent guilt feelings? Something as childish as the idea of George?
The months slipped away, and almost a year passed. I had forgot the boys.
* * * *My phone rang with that long, persistent shrill the switchboard operator uses to tell me that Old Stone Face is on the other end of the wire and chomping impatiently.
"Kennedy here,” I said, before I'd got the phone well up to my face.
"What have you been up to this time, Kennedy?” His voice had that patient, measured, grating tone he uses when he is particularly disgusted.
"What is it now, Mr. Grenoble?” I asked with a patience as deadly as his own. Old Stone Face is always saying that he doesn't meddle, and then proceeds to louse up labor relations.
"You must have been up to something,” he said. “The Army, the Navy, the Air Force, the Marines, the Coast Guard are crawling all over me. I haven't heard yet from the Girl Scouts,” he finished with a plaintive note creeping into his voice.
"What about?” I asked. I was busily running over my many programs in my mind to see which might be interpreted as cardinal sins by the military, but I couldn't think of anything.
"Sometimes I wish the services hadn't combined,” the plaintive note was stronger now. “Used to be, when they played dog in the manger toward each other a business man could appeal to reason-or at least prejudice. But now-"
"What's happened"” I asked again.
"Maybe you'd better come up here to my office,” he said. Then, as an afterthought, “When it is convenient for you.” The latter was a sop to his often repeated but seldom observed lecture that company executives should show mutual respect toward one another.
"It's convenient right now,” I said. We both knew it was a fiction, that he meant get there on the double, and I'd better interpret it that way.
I took a short-cut through factory building Number Two, and had to fend off two supervisors who saw me coming and thought it would be a good time to get in some juicy grievances. One of them did get in a few words before I could tell him that Mr. Grenoble was waiting for me.
"I think I oughta be told what's going on in my own department,” he complained. “Even the stock room knows more about production schedules than I do. Sometimes they load the bins with raw stock a full day before I get the work orders telling me what to do with it."
"I'll speak to production control,” I said hurriedly. “Or you take it up with the works manager. It's his baby, not mine."
His eyes reproached me for passing the buck, but I was already too far away from him to smooth him down.
When I passed through the secretary's office, I raised my eyebrows in a question and nodded toward Old Stone Face's door. She made a sign of holding a shield over her head, or hiding under the covers, to tell me that he wasn't at his most affable today. She picked up her shorthand book and followed me into his office.
"What's the trouble, Mr. Grenoble?” I greeted him, and sat down in a chair, informally. His secretary sat down in another, formally, and poised her pencil.
"The trouble is that the Pentagon is sending investigation teams of their bright boys to find out how we do it,” he grumbled.
"Do what"” I asked.
He glowered at me as if I were stalling.
"Finish up contracts on time,” he exploded.
"You mean we actually met a deadline, and the product passed inspection?” I asked, puzzled.
"Not just one,” he said. “Four!"
He got up from behind his desk, clasped his hands behind his back and started pacing the floor. I remembered television shots where a head football coach would start pacing up and down in front of the player benches. All the sub coaches would leap to their feet and start pacing, too. I wondered if Old Stone Face felt I should.
"It's unheard of,” he whirled around and shouted at me. “They draw up a contract. They put in a deadline for performance. Then every time somebody in Congress sneezes, or some petty politician in Europe spouts off a lot of nonsense, they scrap everything and start all over. As soon as a contract gets signed, the Pentagon starts throwing rocks at our feet to make us stumble over them. Nobody ever finishes a contract on time, it just isn't possible, and here we've finished four. So there's going to be an investigation. So what have you been up to, Kennedy?"
I felt like saying, “Who, me?” or “Honest, boss, I didn't do it."
"First time I ever got a complaint that the organization was functioning as it should,” was what I really said.
He whirled around from the window where he had been gazing disconsolately out at the smog.
"Oh, I'll grant you that if we were let alone, it's no more than I'd expect,” he conceded-and he would expect it, too. “But the Military is involved, and they're not used to efficiency. They just don't know how to cope with it."
"But we've got Colonel Backhead and his gang ... er, staff ... of bright boys watching every move we make,” I argued. “Have they found any fault?"
For the first time his face brightened a little.
"It all sneaked up on them, too. Caught ’em with their contracts down. When they realized it they went all frozen faced on me, gave me the silent treatment. They've been busy as little beavers ever since they realized what was happening. Doing their own investigating before the real investigation begins."
"Maybe I'm naive,” I said. “I still don't see what all the fuss is about."
"It isn't normal,” he said. “And anything that isn't normal sends them into a gibbering tizzy. I've asked Backhead if he'd mind stepping in here. He minded, but he said he'd do it."
"Backhead and I are not exactly buddies,” I said. “You know that, Henry. I refused to allow them to turn this place into a swarm of keyhole peekers and tattlers, and in his mind that's pretty strong evidence that I must be working for the enemy."
"I appreciate it, Ralph,” he said in a grudging tone. “Nothing wrecks an organization quicker than to encourage informers. That's why I backed you up."
"So maybe you'll get farther with Backhead if I'm not here."
"Maybe I won't get anywhere at all, with or without you,” he mumbled. “But I want you to stay.” He grabbed up the phone and barked at the switchboard operator. “Check Backhead's office and see if he is coming."
"It's only been five minutes,” his secretary cautioned.
He glowered at her and threw up his hands, as if to say that everyone was fighting against him. The phone tingled, and he grabbed it up.
"His office says he's already on the way,” the thin, tinny voice of the operator sounded loud through the receiver.
"Probably stopped to harass some—” A discreet tap at his door stopped his comment.
"Let's be calm,” I said, as the secretary got up to open the door and admit the colonel.
I have since thought it was the look of intense irritation Old Stone Face threw me as the colonel came through the door, which melted Backhead down rather easily. He probably thought Grenoble was sore at me, and this would be his chance to cut my throat.
Still he must have come prepared for he had his black brief case with TOP SECRET in big gold letters embossed on its side, to advertise its contents, or its owner's importance.
We got through amenities, such as they were, pretty hurriedly.
"Must be quite a feather in your cap, colonel,” I said brightly. “With repeated contracts under your jurisdiction getting out on time-I suppose the Pentagon wants to study how it's done, so they can install the same procedures elsewhere? Probably put you in charge on a national scale?"
It set him back. It was obvious he hadn't thought of it in that light, before. So intently looking for the evil, he hadn't even considered there might be good. And he wasn't ready to start now.
There was a good deal of humming and hawing, a full fifteen minutes worth, before he was ready for us to get a peek at what he had in his brief case. And when he dragged it out, it was evident that his staff had been busy. They had names, dates, facts, times, and figures.
"On March 7th, at 9:45 a.m., the design drawings on the ... um ... a certain mechanism was released to the mechanical drawing department. As according to procedure, a certain mechanical engineer, one James P. Bellows, analyzed these drawings preparatory to breaking them down into job lots for the detailed mechanical drawings which would later become the blueprints for this ... ah ... certain mechanism.” He looked at me. “Does the name, James P. Bellows, mean anything to you, Mr. Kennedy?” he asked ominously.
"No-o,” I said honestly.
"It would mean more to me,” he said heavily, “if your department had released his file to my staff, as they were requested to do.
Good old faithful personnel clerks!
"No such request came to my attention,” I said coldly. “And you know procedure requires all such requests must go through the head of a department."
"There are times, in the interests of national security, when—” he left the sentence dangling.
Yes, when the department head was, himself, suspected.
He didn't pursue it. He picked up another sheet from the stack.
"That was on March 7th, at 9:45 a.m.” he reminded. “On the same date, at 11:20, the Acme Components Company-who patriotically opened all their records to us without question-received a telephone order, from your Purchasing Department, bearing your Purchase Order Number 4136872K requesting urgent delivery of six gross ... ah ... of a certain item which is used only in the assembly of that aforesaid mechanism. This was only one hour and thirty-five minutes from the time the design drawings were released to the mechanical drawing department, and seven weeks before all the drawings were released for processing to the various departments.
"A careful check of this one contract alone shows many instances where your Purchasing Department bought materiel, before they could have obtained, through normal channels, the information of what they needed to buy; your Production Control Department issued work orders to your own various production departments to make component parts of this ... ah ... mechanism, weeks before they had received the drawings telling them what to make."
"The works manager must have finally got off the dime and started doing his job,” Old Stone Face said sourly. There is a bitter feud between the two. Henry hired the works manager under protest. He was recommended by the Military and tied to certain contracts. But he'd been in charge of a civil service project before he came to us, and he'd brought their kind of thinking with him. So there was not exactly a sympathetic harmony between the general manager and the works manager.
"The works manager knows nothing of this,” Colonel Backhead said crisply.
"That figures,” Henry said.
"He has been most cooperative,” Backhead commented. “Without him we couldn't have got anywhere in this preliminary survey, which, I trust, will save much valuable time for the investigating committee."
"Oh I'm sure,” I murmured.
"Our survey has not been definitive,” Backhead continued. “But we have uncovered an incredible number of incidents, where, under normal procedure things could not have happened in the way they did. In all, five departments seem most involved-Mechanical Engineering, Electronics Engineering, Cybernetics Engineering, Production Control and Purchasing Departments."
"That just about covers the bulk of our production planning departments,” I commented.
"And I find that the majority of these items seem to have originated with, or gone through the hands of a single individual in each of those departments. Bellows, whom I've named; a Claude N. Masters, William Huffman, Thomas Meuhl, and one Robert Osborne. The reason I am frank about these names at this time is that I expect the same frankness from you, Mr. Kennedy. There is an obvious out-of-procedure communication about Top Secret material among these men. You have not been too cooperative in the past, but the Pentagon has overlooked it because ... er ... your file reveals nothing conclusively discreditable."
"You mean Oliver Cromwell would approve of me?” I asked dryly.
He ignored it.
"So I'm making this last appeal for your wholehearted cooperation. What do you know of these men?"
"Nothing,” I said instantly.
He raised his eyebrows and pursed his little mouth.
"Look,” I said. “We've got five thousand employees. My department interviews a couple hundred new applications every day, many of them come to my desk for study. I make no attempt whatever to memorize names or case histories; that's why we have records. I have probably seen those names on departmental employee lists many times, but they ring no bells for me."
"But you will instantly make your records available to me,” he said confidently.
And now I knew what made him tick. Quite aside from the desire to button this all up before the reps from Pentagon got here and the feather in his cap, he wanted to muckrake all down through our records. We'd had security police like him, men who, on their own time, would stake out all night close to some woman employee's house to see if they could uncover some amorous situation. It was a filthy kind of mind that was permeating our whole social structure.
"No,” I said flatly. “I'll wait for the accredited Pentagon officials.
He stuffed his papers back into his brief case, snapped its lock, stood up, glared at me, and stalked out of the office.
"I don't know, Ralph,” Grenoble said with a worried shake of the head. “He's a mean one. He can hurt."
"I'd rather wash dishes for a living,” I said, “than help that kind of a guy along."
"Sometimes I think we'd be better off without government contracts,” he said in a tone which suggested it wasn't the first time he'd thought of it. “Profits or no profits."
"They've made the whole security program into a blind for the real purpose of enforcing an Oliver Cromwell kind of morality,” I said. “And you can't kick, because that would make you an enemy sympathizer and in favor of unbridled sin."
"You think something is really going on in the plant?” he asked with a worried look.
"Sure,” I said. “They'll uncover plenty of dirt. We've probably got a full dozen or so employees who drop into a bar for a glass of beer now and then. And there are probably at least two secretaries out of our couple hundred who aren't married but ought to be. Real hot stuff to make the headlines. By the time they get through with it, these will be highly trusted subversives in key positions who are just begging for some enemy agent to blackmail them into revealing where Grant's Tomb is located."
"I mean is something really going on, Ralph?” he insisted.
"I don't know,” I said, and shrugged. Underneath my disgust I was just as worried as he. “I'll look up these guys he named. He was overconfident that he had barreled us over, that we couldn't refuse him, so he did us that much of a favor, anyway. I'll let you know if there is anything to it."
"I made a list of the names for you, Mr. Kennedy,” the secretary said, and tore a sheet out of her book. Her quizzical, but approving look made me wonder if she might be one of the secretaries I'd referred to. I wanted to tell her that it was none of my business, or anybody else's, so long as she did her work. I couldn't, of course. She might not be one of those secretaries, she might only wish she were.
I gave her a quick wink that would cover either situation. She gave me a blush that would also fit either case.
On the way back to my office I stopped off at the department of the complaining supervisor and told him never mind reporting to the works manager that stock got to his department ahead of work orders; that this was a part of a larger picture I was investigating, and just to sit tight. He grinned, and shrugged, and implied that he just worked there anyhow. If that's the way we wanted to run a company, he guessed he could put up with it. Only would I please keep that two-bit Napoleon, meaning Colonel Backhead, out of his hair. I suggested patience and fortitude.
In my own department I picked up the five dossiers from the files and started for my own office.
"Trouble again?” Sara asked, as I walked past her desk.
"Nothing unusual,” I said. “Just another investigation by the big brass from Pentagon."
"Oh that,” she shrugged. “You haven't been fooling around with more poltergeists, have you?"
"Why does everyone assume it is my fault when something goes haywire over in the factory?” I asked plaintively. I went on into my office and spread the dossiers out on my desk.
There was a connection between them. They all lived at the same address. They'd all been hired on the same day. They'd all graduated from Stanford the same year. Obviously, if they were speaking to each other, they could communicate about their work. And they wouldn't have to wait until they got home. We have telephones, and intercoms. So a mechanical engineer picks up a phone and says “Hey Bob, here's an advance flash on some stuff we're going to need that might be hard to get. Why not order it now instead of waiting for the specs?"
Would that be anything to excite the cloak-and-dagger boys"
Yes, each file had a form showing that the employee had been cleared for secret work. So they could talk to each other without overloading Russia's spy ring.
I pulled their progress records. Each of them had climbed remarkably fast. In one year, each of them had made lead man, or group leader, in his department. Not particularly remarkable in engineering, where there's always too few with know-how, and plenty of opportunity for kids with know-what. A little tougher in purchasing and production control, but not if you really grasped how everything tied together.
I flipped back to their original applications. Personnel uses various codes to grade applications and give the interviewer a memory clue so he can call up a mental picture of the individual. But each of these applications had a code word in the top left hand corner I didn't understand.
In quotes, “George!!"
So the interviewer had thought these lads were real George. He'd been right. Their progress records confirmed his opinion that they were good material. But I'd have to caution him against introducing slang codes of his own. A code is worthless unless it communicates the same thing to each of us.
And then it hit me.
I burst out laughing. So George hadn't waited for me to find something for him to do! But while I was still chuckling, I felt the hair on my nape begin to prickle. Maybe the mechanical engineer hadn't needed to use a telephone to tell purchasing about the hard-to-buy item! Maybe they hadn't needed to send a memo for the expediter to have his stock chasers start delivering materiel to the production machines.
No wonder we'd got contracts out on time. Paperwork is the biggest bottleneck in any large company. It passes from hand to hand, and lays on each desk for hours or days before it is processed and sent along. Weeks can pass between the sender and final receiver. Change orders-and when the military is mixed up in the deal there's a million-sluggishly flow along behind the original. The started work is scrapped and begun again, and again, and again. The orders saying “Do it” are cancelled out by other orders saying “Don't do it."
George had by-passed the red tape. Each of these guys, now in a minor key spot, had flashed all information on to the others, and the busy little pseudopods had just gone ahead and done things, or made the necessary changes days or weeks before the paperwork could catch up.
I knew how auditors worked, and that's what the Pentagon would send-procedure auditors looking for information leaks, finding them by comparing dates and times and work flow, things that showed prior knowledge to the arrival of the authority to know and do. I knew, right then, that the auditors would find dozens, hundreds of discrepancies.
I was tempted, I was sorely tempted, to sit back and do nothing. Let them spend days, weeks, months-or if they'd been civil service trained, years-to find out what I already knew.
And then come face to face with the inexplicable.
I think I would have kept my hands off except for those kids. They were just naive enough to think that getting the job done was more important than the paperwork, which showed their service hadn't taught them very much about the Military. I didn't want their F.B.I. files to carry the information that these were dangerous characters to be barred from any sensitive job for the rest of their lives just because they'd tried, in their fashion, to push the job along to get finished by contract deadline date.
Another thought nagged at me. How had they managed to by-pass red tape without fouling everything up for all those people who didn't have a share in George? With all its faults, red tape is a necessity; it is communication telling everybody what has happened or should happen. It can bottleneck, but without it the whole organization falls to pieces.
And ours hadn't!
I supposed they'd kept prior knowledge in their own hands until the rush paperwork had followed through. I dismissed it with that, I shouldn't have. If I'd pursued my thought a little farther, I'd have realized it couldn't have been done that way.
I picked up the phone and put a call through to Old Stone Face. “I know the answer to that little problem, Henry,” I said. There was a full fifteen seconds of silence.
"So it was something you'd been up to, after all,” he answered.
"In a way, I guess it was,” I admitted. “I hired the guys. In that sense it was my fault. In that sense, anything that anybody does is my fault."
He wasn't buying any sophistry today.
"So now I'll ask my first question all over again, Ralph! What have you been up to?"
"I'd better come up and talk to you,” I said. “But while I'm on my way you can be thinking of the little poltergeist girl, the Swami, and frameworks."
"Oh no!” he said, heavily. “Not another one of those."
"Yes, sir,” I affirmed.
* * * *Our first act was to send a telegram to General Sandfordwaithe at the Pentagon, the general in charge of Materiel and Supply, and our most frequent Pentagon contact. My first brush with him had been over little Jennie Malasek and the antigrav units. He was a stuffed shirt of the stiffest kind, and it had delighted me to trap him into a promise to furnish us with some poltergeists-male type. But when he found out what they were, instead of exploding, the guy had actually followed through and tried to produce. I suspected that back of the deep encrusted years of military formality there was a human being. The following series of telegrams bore me out.
Our first one said,
* * * *CALL OFF YOUR DOGS. WE KNOW WHY CONTRACTS FINISHED ON TIME. IT IS OKAY.
HENRY GRENOBLE,
GENERAL MANAGER
CORPORATION
* * * *In two hours we got his ubiquitous answer.
* * * *YOUR REASSURANCE INSUFFICIENT. COLONEL BACKHEAD REPORTS YOUR COMPANY RIDDLED WITH SECRET AGENTS LEAVING TRACKS OF NEFARIOUS WORK EVERYWHERE AND MANY EMPLOYEES MORALLY UNSUITABLE FOR WORK ON GOVERNMENT CONTRACTS. URGENT WE COME AT ONCE SINCE YOU WILL NOT COOPERATE IN UNMASKING SAME. SUSPECTS KENNEDY IS A LIBERAL.
SANDFORDWAITHE
* * * *With Henry's permission, I replied to that dastardly charge personally.
* * * *SUGGEST YOU GIVE BACKHEAD DOUBLE BILLED CAP AND MAGNIFYING GLASS AND SEND HIM TO ANTARCTICA. UNDERSTAND SECRET AGENTS DISGUISED AS PENGUINS TRYING TO SABOTAGE ANNEXATION ATTEMPT DISGUISED AS GEOPHYSICAL SURVEY. WE ARE TOO BUSY GETTING WORK DONE TO BOTHER WITH BACKHEAD'S FANCIES AND ALSO HAVEN'T TIME TO BE COURT-MARTIALED AGAIN.
RALPH KENNEDY,
DIRECTOR OF INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS, CRC.
* * * *His reply came within an hour.
* * * *IF YOU, KENNEDY, REPEAT YOU IN ITALICS, ARE DIRECTLY INVOLVED I HAD BETTER COME PERSONALLY. WHAT IS THIS NONSENSE ABOUT COURT-MARTIAL? BILL EMPOWERING PENTAGON TO COURT-MARTIAL PRIVATE COMPANIES DEFEATED IN CONGRESSIONAL COMMITTEE BY MISGUIDED LIBERALS AS YOU SHOULD KNOW. BUT STAFF AND I WOULD BE PLEASED TO HEAR EXPLANATION OF WHY CONTRACTS GET FINISHED ON TIME. HIGHLY DISTURBING ABNORMALCY.
SANFORDWAITHE
* * * *I called young Bellows in the mechanical engineering department on the interphone. I chose him solely because he was the first name on my list of five. I sketched in the story and the furor it was causing.
"Now,” I said, “here's the deal. When you boys told me about George I didn't believe you, and I'm a pushover for believing in oddballs. You lads are going to have to appear before some top brass from the Pentagon tomorrow, and if I didn't believe in George, what do you think their reaction will be?"
"We can convince them, sir,” Bellows said instantly, and confidently.
"Not by just saying so,” I cautioned.
"No, sir. George has learned a lot since he has been employed here, and we're very grateful to you for giving him the opportunity."
"I don't know,” I argued dubiously. “I tried for months to dig up something that would prove he existed, something that only he could do."
"Don't worry about it, sir,” Bellows said in a comforting voice.
"Anything you want to tell me in advance of the hearing?” I asked hopefully.
"We'd rather not, sir. You might not give permission, and then we wouldn't be able to prove."
"Now look,” I said warningly. “Oh, never mind. Just don't jeopardize the company if you can help it."
"Oh no, sir,” he said in a shocked voice. “Nothing like that."
"O.K.,” I replied in a tone that said I washed my hands of the whole thing. “It's your necks."
I failed to add it was also my neck if they let me down.
The company grapevine told me when the Pentagon Brass arrived and were ushered directly into the big conference room. Old Stone Face accompanied them. It was his idea that he would first explain George to them, then if they wanted to observe us pariahs from the lower strata, we should be assembled in the anteroom awaiting their summons.
I wasn't sure how adequately Henry could explain George, but I had to agree that since the idea of caste was so firmly imbued in the military mind that generals could speak only to generals, they would consider it lese majesty if anyone lower than a general manager attempted to brief them.
I gave them five minutes to get settled, and then called five supervisors to get the pseudopods of George sent down to the anteroom. That done, I cut through factory building Number Two to sit with the boys and be ready for the inquisition.
On the way I was stopped by the production supervisor who had complained about the foul-ups in scheduling.
"I don't know why I squawked about the raw stock getting here before the work orders, Mr. Kennedy,” he said. “It's all straightened out now."
"Then you got the work orders through?” I asked.
"Naw,” he answered disgustedly. “Didn't need ’em. If I'd just used my head, I'd have known what to do."
I looked over at the storage racks.
"Looks like ordinary bar stock to me,” I said dubiously. “I don't see how you could expect to know what should come out of your turret lathes, milling machines and screw machines. Not without work orders and blueprints."
He gave me that disgusted look a production man always keeps in reserve for a white collar.
"If I'd used my head, I'd have known,” he repeated. “It's working fine now."
I shrugged, grinned, and left him. I supposed the expediter, one of the five lads, had told him, and he was trying to redeem his position by showing off, by saying that a supervisor just knows these things. The alternative, that he might be speaking the literal truth, that nobody had had to tell him, didn't occur to me.
The short talk delayed me, and when I got to the conference anteroom the boys were all sitting in a cluster of chairs in a corner of the room. I hadn't seen them for a year, and I only vaguely remembered their faces. Yet as a composite group, I remembered them very well. Individually they hadn't changed much, yet, as a composite, I got the impression that this was a much more mature and assured group than it had been during my interview with them. For their sakes, and mine, I hoped so.
I greeted them, all of them returned my greeting in unison. I sat down, a little apart from them. I felt there were many things I should say. I didn't want it on their conscience, or mine, that I had briefed them in attitude or cooked up any phony story. Still, on the way up from my office, I'd felt I'd be remiss if I didn't sketch in for them what was likely to happen in the conference room.
But now that I was in the room with them, there seemed nothing to say, nothing at all. They weren't nervous, and, for a wonder, neither was I. At most it seemed like an unnecessary interruption in our day's work.
We hadn't long to wait. A major, one of Colonel Backhead's men, and the lowest ranking man in the conference room opened the door and nodded in our general direction. He didn't give us the courtesy of meeting our eyes, but his face was a study in curiosity.
We stood up and filed into the conference room. I brought up the rear. The brass and braid were all grouped around the far end of the huge walnut table. The chairs at this end of it were evidently for us to use. When the maintenance department had set up the room for the meeting, I'd checked it and noted that the chairs were all evenly spaced around the table. But a shift had taken place. The Military had pulled their chairs closer together and left a wide gap between themselves and the chairs to be occupied by civilians. Old Stone Face was sitting at this end of the table, apparently to be associated with the culprits. We culprits sat down, three on one side, three on the other.
There were cool nods from the brass and braid, a frosty smile for me from General Sanfordwaithe on the grounds that we had once met before. He was accompanied by a gorgeous Pentagon colonel. To their right sat an admiral and his man, and an equally gorgeous Navy captain. To the left sat a pair of Air Force brass who had mastered that wonderful technique of appearing informally formal. Down toward the middle of the table, and dangerously close to the civilians sat Colonel Backhead and his major. There was no greeting for us from either of these two.
In fact, Backhead appeared to consider our entrance as a distasteful interruption to what he had been saying.
"The most that can be said of your explanation, Mr. Grenoble,” he continued, and the way he pronounced mister made it an insult, “disregarding its fantastic incredibility for the moment, is that it is naive.” Then in an excess of generosity he excused Old Stone Face. “Of course it wouldn't be expected that an industrialist would be trained in spotting the nefarious and subtle work of master saboteurs. But we are trained. I submit that you may have been taken in by this wildly preposterous explanation, and that from your point of view you have been honest in offering it to us.
"But let me show you how it looks from another point of view."
Beside me, I felt one of the boys stir a little in his chair. I glanced at them sidelong, and saw that flicker of secret delight behind their solemn faces.
"This is how it looks to me,” Colonel Backhead said again for emphasis.
Without a change of accusing expression, he stood up, climbed up on his chair, leaned forward in a crouch, crawled over into the middle of the conference table, put his head down on the table, and bracing himself with his hands, he slowly lifted his posterior and feet into the air, until he was standing on his head.
"It looks all upside down,” he said sternly.
Then he toppled and fell over sideways.
I glanced at Henry and saw that his mouth was hanging open. A glance down the table showed me that General Sanfordwaithe had clamped his grim jaws tightly while he stared with unbelieving eyes. The faces of the rest of the Military showed only pity and contempt. It was the Navy captain who bore out that expression.
"If that's the best headstand you can do,” he said icily, “you're no credit to the services."
He crawled up on the table, and with crisp, sure movements formed a triangle with his head and hands. Then, with fluid precision, he raised his feet, brought his legs together, straightened them out, and pointed his toes ceilingward.
"You have to do this regularly,” he said in a didactic voice. “I do it everytime I want to get a new perspective on things. That is why the Navy is pulling so far ahead of the Army, we practice getting a new point of view."
"The Navy is no better than the Air Force,” the pair of wings shouted in unison. “We're upside down most of the time!” The pair of them climbed up on the table and stood on their heads also.
They seemed to be enjoying themselves hugely. I felt a little sorry for the admiral. He was trying to crawl up on the table, but age was against him. He looked as if, for the first time, he might have to admit he had to face retirement. Couldn't even stand on his head any more!
Old Stone Face had pushed himself back from the table, and his hands were still upraised, as if it were a holdup. I looked down the table at Sanfordwaithe. His eyes met mine, and the horror in them dissolved into laughter. The explanation had occurred to both of us at the same time. He stood up, he roared with laughter, he gasped, he pounded futilely on his chest, trying to get air back into his lungs. Then a new horror spread over his face, a certainty that he would laugh himself to death. Abruptly, he stopped.
"No,” he gasped as soon as he could draw a breath. “Not me, too.” He gasped in another breath, and trusted himself to look at the squirming men in the center of the table. They were shoving, pushing one another like little boys in a rough and tumble game in a schoolyard.
"I can stand on my head longer than you can!"
"Can't either!"
"Can, too!"
"My ships can lick your ol’ airplanes any day!"
"Can't either!"
"Can, too!"
"Ol’ Army's no good for nothin'!” the admiral shouted.
"Yah, yah, yah,” agreed the Air Force.
"Is, too!” Backhead's major shouted. “Good for mopping up.” He crawled down off the table and started running around the conference room. “Where's the mop?” he whined plaintively.
I caught a glimpse of Backhead's face where he still huddled in the middle of the table, down toward our end. He was no longer caught up in the mob psychology. Like Henry, Sanfordwaithe, and myself, he was an observer. His face was sick with despair.
"Call off your dogs, Kennedy,” Sanfordwaithe shouted at me about the tumult. “I'm convinced."
I was, too. George was no longer confined to the five lads, not necessarily so. Now I knew why there had been no disruption of our organization when red tape had been bypassed. George had simply taken over.
And what George could take over, he could also let go.
The majestic military crumbled into a heap in the middle of the table, and began to slide off its edges onto the carpeted floor. Back in their own military mind framework again, they scrambled to their feet and stood at disheveled attention. Their faces were masks of horror, for like the participants in a mob, they remembered everything they had done, but with the guiding entity gone from their minds, they could find no excuse for it.
No one shouted “At Ease!” to them, and slowly they remembered that they were big boys now, far enough along in the Military hierarchy so that someone didn't have to tell them every little move to make. Sheepishly, they relaxed and slid back into their chairs. Furtively, they began to straighten their ties, button their tunics, rearrange their medals, preen themselves, recapture the impregnable Military attitude.
I recalled the caption to a cartoon. A dear little old lady was talking to a marine general. “I can understand why you must toughen them up for battle purposes,” she said. “But when you're through with them, how do you retenderize them so they'll be fit to mingle with human beings?"
Perhaps these men had now been tenderized to the point where they could think rationally. It would seem so.
"Perhaps, Mr. Kennedy,” General Sanfordwaithe said, with a twitch of his lips, “we should run over the explanation of George once more. I think we may have missed some of the fine points."
I turned to the five lads.
"You boys can go on back to your departments now. You won't be needed here any longer."
I looked at General Sanfordwaithe, and his nod of agreement seemed to contain a considerable measure of relief.
"Yes, sir,” one of the boys said. They stood up, not quite with the precision of a drill team, a move that I now knew was calculated disorder. They looked at me, as if wanting to be reassured that they had done well. I smiled, and so did they.
For one incredible instant George took control of me, and I shared the wondrous delight of being, belonging, the ecstasy of being something beyond human. Then he released me as the boys filed out the door, and was left grubby, incomplete, ineffectual, burribling-alone.
I turned around in my chair and faced the brass and braid again. All of them were looking at me, now without accusation, except Backhead and his major. Those two sat slumped in their chairs, with bent heads, staring fixedly at the center of the table.
"It's been coming for a long time,” I began. “The whole civilization has been trending in that direction. It had to come. With billions of human beings now inhabiting the world, there is simply no way that individualism can survive. This is just an advance flash of what may be commonplace before long. It is something new, gentlemen. We don't know how these boys are allied to produce a George. More important, perhaps, we don't know what to do with George.
"And we must think of something, for idle hands, gentlemen, you know-"


PART FOURREMEMBRANCE AND REFLECTION"You know anything about hypnotism, Sara?” I asked my secretary when she brought in my share of the morning's memos.
She dropped the papers into my IN box and backed away from the desk as if it were a hot fire.
"Now Mr. Kennedy,” she began warily. “You're not going to start stirring things up again are you?” She looked as if she wanted to run right back to her own office, and maybe right on out of the plant.
"Isn't it about time?” I wondered.
"Why don't you let sleeping dogs lie, Mr. Kennedy?"’ she asked plaintively. “It's been so nice these last few months."
"Can't think of anything more useless than a sleeping dog lying around,” I grumbled. “That's the trouble. Trouble with everybody. Everybody's massively fed, massively diverted, massively tranquilized-"
"Peace, it's wonderful,” she murmured.
"Most dangerous condition this country ever faced,” I said. “Want to know something, Sara? Even the usually discontented intellectuals have gone over to this happy-happy kick where anybody who views-with-alarm is a you-know-what. Scares me, Sara, when all the rest of the world-"
"Every time you get like this things happen around Computer Research,” Sara complained. “Why can't you be just an ordinary Personnel Director? Why can't you be contented just doing an ordinary job like everybody else?"
"What, for instance, am I neglecting in my ordinary job?"
"There's enough in those memos to keep you busy-"
"I'll tell you what's in those memos even before I look at them,” I interrupted. “There'll be one from Safety Engineering complaining that a certain supervisor fishes bits of metal out of the machinery with his hands without shutting down the whole production line first, and that's the way fingers get smashed. There'll be a companion piece from the supervisor asking me to tell Safety Engineering to keep its nose out of his department, and if he wants to smash his fingers they're his fingers. Big challenge to Personnel, Sara."
"You know what accidents do to our insurance rates,” she reminded.
"I know what overprotection does to production,” I reminded back. “Then there'll be a memo,” I went on, “from the Chief of Security Guards complaining that the Maintenance Supervisor refuses to stop for positive identification when he passes through security check points. The companion to that will be from the Maintenance Supervisor complaining that he passes every one of those unprintable security guards twenty times a day and if they don't know who his great grandmother kissed on her first date by now they never will and the whole thing is a bunch of nonsense anyhow-everybody playing Junior G-Man."
"That was yesterday's memos,” Sara said loftily.
"All right,” I answered. “Idea's the same. For instance I haven't had a complaint for quite a while from Office Supply that the design engineers refuse to turn in old pencil stubs when they want new ones-and you can't tell me they're really doing it."
"I'll keep an eye out for it, and rush it right in to you when it comes,” Sara promised, and tossed her long bob of red hair.
"You know what worries me the most of all, Sara?” I asked.
She looked wary again.
"The Pentagon,” I said. “More specifically the Poltergeist Division. I haven't heard from the Poltergeist Division of the Pentagon in over a year."
"Well, you know these government bureaus,” Sara tried to console me. “They start out going to do big things. Everybody in them rushes around designing forms and reports and statistics to impress people. First thing, they get so snowed under with filling out those forms, making those reports, and compiling those statistics there just isn't any time left to do anything. You should try it, Mr. Kennedy. Nothing like big charts and graphs and engineering curves done in colored inks to impress people with how important you are. Cover your desk and your walls with those, and you won't need to do anything at all. Except, maybe, keep them dusted."
I ignored her.
"Even General Sandfordwaithe has stopped hounding me,” I said. “Ever since the George incident, he's left me strictly alone."
"You should be glad."
"It worries me, Sara. It worries me a lot. When our own Pentagon gets so massively ... well massively something that it stops hounding us scientists-"
"You scientists!” she scoffed. Then, lest she had gone too far, “All his hounding didn't help you to produce more antigrav units."
"That's something else,” I said. “That fake Swami sits over there in his plush laboratory, holding hands with the female production line workers, and so far he hasn't learned a thing about how to activate antigrav cylinders on any kind of a dependable schedule."
"So what can you do about it?” she asked, not with curiosity but with a tone telling me I should accept the inevitable, like everybody else.
"Maybe hypnotism...” I began.
"This is where I came in,” she answered. And went out.
I got up and followed her to the connecting door between our offices. She had already sat down back of her own desk, and now couldn't very well escape without making a point of it. I leaned against the doorjamb.
"Do you think you'd have time to run over to the UCLA library this morning,” I asked, “to see if you can pick up anything on the relationship of hypnosis to psi-if any?"
She looked at her own IN box pointedly. It was stacked up a foot thick, a mute reminder that she tried to take over all the detail work and leave me with only the creative.
Creative! As, for example, I should go over to Design Engineering and say, “Please, fellows, would you mind trying to cooperate a little with Industrial Engineering's ideas and save up your pencil stubs?” I already knew what Industrial Engineering could do with pencil stubs. I didn't need Design Engineering to tell me.
Or maybe go over to Industrial Engineering and say, “Look, fellows, did it ever occur to you that it might not be maximum efficiency to bring Design Engineering minds down to the level of saving up pencil stubs?” I already knew their answer, too, about what the creative geniuses really designed and passed around when they thought nobody was looking, and how it would be raising, not lowering, their mind level to get them considering costs. This was creative personnel.
"Never mind,” I said. “I'll find time during the morning to go over to the library. Maybe that would be better, because I know what I want.” I stood there for a moment. “I think I know what I want,” I amended.
I closed the door and went back to my desk. I picked up the stack of interoffice memos. The top one was from Old Stone Face, Mr. Henry Grenoble, the General Manager. He mentioned, rather gently I thought, that I hadn't been caught trying to wreck the company for quite a while now, and what was I doing? Just sitting around drawing my paycheck.
I felt better. I had seen the evidence of George taking over more and more of the production functions of Computer Research, and the workers getting more and more like ants who knew exactly what they were supposed to do from some central source that had no corporeal identity. Marvelously efficient, and I was afraid Old Stone Face had let it soothe him into tranquility. Apparently he hadn't. I didn't feel so alone now.
My drive to the UCLA library turned out to be a waste of time. Oh, there had been a few half-hearted attempts to rouse psi through hypnotism, with results about as indecisive as other experiments. It looked as if I'd have to do my own experiments. As I leafed through the few references, I wondered how I'd be as a hypnotist.
Of course I might get the Swami to help me, but the habit of faking was so deeply ingrained in his character one couldn't tell when he was being honest because he didn't know, himself.
I managed to snag a couple of profs in the psych department, but my questions on the subject were met with much the same disdain as if I'd asked for the real truth about Unidentified Flying Objects. I should have known. There is a breed who calls himself a scientist but is really concerned only with maintaining a reputation for esoteric knowledge. As soon as the layman picks up the idea, he drops it like a hot coal, for to be identified with it now would associate him with the untouchables. Bridey Murphy and various television programs had vulgarized hypnotism until these men, whose only real concern was their own prestige, wouldn't touch it. They had the same attitude toward psi-and for the same reason.
As I climbed back into my car, I reflected that fortunately there were a few, not many but some, who were more concerned with knowledge than with REPUTATION. Lucky mankind! Otherwise...
* * * *When I got back to the plant, Sara had a surprise waiting for me in my office. Another colonel from the Pentagon.
"Logart,” he identified himself. To his credit he did not add and emphasize, “Colonel Logart.” He let the eagles on his collar speak for themselves. He did add, “Poltergeist Division, Pentagon,” but his face broke into a broad grin when he said it.
Out of his uniform he would have been more or less nondescript, displaying none of that rugged, masculine handsomeness of the fair-haired career men in the services and denoting a possible latent something-or-other in high places. I nodded, shook hands perfunctorily, and waved him to the crying chair in front of my desk.
"Know anything about mass hypnotism?” I asked as an opener.
"After fifteen years in the service?” he countered. “What do you think basic training and all that comes after it might be?"
I'd been looking at him, but now I did a sort of double take and really saw him for the first time.
"Well now,” I grinned as broadly as he. “How have you managed to survive?"
He took my question at face value.
"One of the more or less valid facts about hypnotism is that you can't be hypnotized if you don't want to be. Of course that presupposes you know what is happening-as most don't. But I knew. And I also knew that the only way to survive that, or any other mass hypnotism framework, was to become so completely imitative that no one would realize I knew I was imitating."
"Well now,” I said again. “You and I might be able to work together. We've had a series of stuffed pouter pigeons, and-"
"I know,” he interrupted. “You've got yourself quite a reputation back at the Pentagon, Kennedy. For bringing an end to fine, promising careers, that is. We've got plenty of brave men who can stand up under bullets, or bombs, or even ridicule when it comes in from the outside. But when a man becomes ridiculous in his own eyes ... You've got quite a nasty faculty for that, Kennedy.” He'd stopped grinning, but his eyes were still twinkling with real mirth. Yet a man who could consciously learn to be so imitative as to give the illusion he thought he was being creative could succeed in simulating almost anything. So I could only hope the mirth was real.
"That's why it was relatively easy for me to get assigned to this Company. General Sanfordwaithe was in a hole. He could order men to their death under fire without a twinge, because that's part of the hypnosis. But to order career suicide is something else. So I expect he was pretty relieved when I volunteered, or rather when I begged for the assignment."
He stopped and looked at me.
"Of course there's more,” I said, and pushed a box of cigarettes across the desk to him. He took one, lit it, and so did I.
"Yes,” he said. “There's more. Considerably more."
"Naturally."
"I'm interested in George,” he said. “I've always known that sooner or later a George would come on the scene. That is, if I got the story straight. Would you mind..."
I repeated the story of George for him. How these five young college grads came to me with the yarn that through mental identification, interplay and feedback, they had succeeded in creating a superentity, an incorporeal being for which they were merely body, hands and feet. Unlike the fleeting entity that comes into being in a mob, or other gathering of people with mental feedback and interplay, George was a permanent, an enduring-ah-personality? quality? being?-anyhow, whatever.
I told him how I had tried for months to find something that only a George could do, something that five unconnected guys couldn't do, something that required instant communication and coordination. I told him how I'd failed to think of anything because science and industry are both constructed to compensate for the lack o instant communication and coordination. I told him how George had gradually reached out and begun to take over the operation of the production planning functions of the plant; the furor caused by getting contracts out on time, for a change-I the investigation and demonstration to the Pentagon officers of his reality as an entity. And the demonstration of his power.
"Demonstration of one of his powers,” I amended. “What other powers he might have, or develop, I've ... I've been a little too nervous to find out."
He nodded as if he understood and crushed out the butt of his cigarette in my ashtray.
"Pretty much as stated in the report,” he conceded. “I was afraid it might have been-ah-interpreted. Strike you as peculiar that you couldn't think of anything for George to do?"
"Yes,” I said emphatically. “There was a teasing, tantalizing feeling that there must be dozens, hundreds of things. Only I could never bring one right out into the foreground. Like a word or a name on the tip of our tongue that annoys because it will neither come clear nor go away."
"One of the interesting aspects of hypnotism,” he said as if he were veering away from the subject, or maybe coming back to it. “The subject is partially conscious and knows things exist beyond his will's reach. But he can only think and act according to the compulsions given him, the things consistent with the framework of his commands. Ever occur to you that what you call ‘frameworks’ might be a kind of compulsion boundary you can't cross? You say industry and science is organized to compensate for the lack of instant communication and coordination because such things can't exist among people. Something for George to do would be outside your frame of compulsions."
"Look,” I said. “Aren't you extending the definition of hypnotism a little far? After all, a word, too, has certain semantic boundaries."
"Who can draw the line,” he asked, “between hypnotism and suggestion? Where does suggestion leave off and teaching begin? Where does propaganda leave off and belief begin? Where is the line between belief and compulsion? Where is the boundary between compulsion and hypnotism?"
"The music goes round and round,” I said flippantly. But flippancy was a cover-up for some powerful mixed emotions I hadn't yet sorted out. More than the words, it was the semantic overtones back of them, such as the implications in substituting the word teaching and propaganda. By that, did he mean all teaching?
Personnel people, accustomed to twenty different versions a day of the only possible right way to think, become detached and are able to see these versions in perspective. But I felt something different from that-a glimpse of such far vision that I could look down on human beings, like two-dimensional creatures, forever imprisoned within the narrow walls of their compulsions, unable to break through the hypnotic suggestions of their frameworks. But only a glimpse.
For that comprehension was replaced by a reaction far less exalted. A deep disappointment. I'd run into his pattern before, on quite a few occasions. I had him pegged, classified. The mental exhibitionist. A fellow who dreams up startling things to say to gain attention and impress people. They don't need to mean anything, just sound as if they do. No doubt around the Pentagon, where the philosophical concepts must be at best on the primitive level-or the military framework couldn't exist at all-he'd made quite a splash with his semantic gymnastics. And, no doubt, he thought a display of his well-worn patter would push Kennedy over as easily.
After fifty thousand people or so, we never seem to get an original. Even in the first few dozens we start getting carbon copies, people who occupy a duplicate framework, and therefore duplicate all the same problems inherent in the framework. The hope that we may-perhaps even today!-encounter an original keeps us able to endure the deadly monotony of repetition where each person thinks himself to be ... different. My hope that today I had discovered one died.
Oddly, his interest in me seemed to die simultaneously. Perhaps it was my flippant remark, yet if he had been truly perceptive he would have known ... Therefore his assumption that he hadn't impressed me, after all, was proof of the shallow level at which he operated. His eyes seemed to film over, grow remote. Outwardly he was still cordial, as was I. But rapport, for a few moments tantalizingly near, was gone. I understood him, and he was at least perceptive enough to realize it.
"Well,” he said, after an appreciable pause, “I just dropped in to get acquainted. You understand, of course, that before discussing with you my real mission I must present it to your general manager, Mr. Grenoble."
"Of course,” I agreed. “Never let it be forgotten that I'm just the Personnel Director here. I can't speak for the company except at that level."
We stood up simultaneously. He reached across the desk and we shook hands. His eyes looked at me as if he was perhaps a little sad at what they saw. And perhaps my eyes showed him the same. He was disappointed that he hadn't made an impression. I was disappointed that he had tried it on such an obvious level. He left.
The office seemed singularly empty and barren after he had gone. And that was odd, because if he hadn't made a deep impression, why should it? Had I been right in my first reaction, and not my second? Of course not. The man was an obvious poseur, transparently so. The pity of it was, he didn't need to be. Because there was something about him...
Something, like a word or a name on the tip of the tongue, wouldn't go away. Some hypnotic compulsion shut me off from ... Nonsense!
* * * *The next day Old Stone Face and Colonel Logart left for Washington. The deal proposed by the Pentagon must have been a good one, interesting enough to cause the general manager to make the trip. Henry gave me no hint before he left of what it might involve. Usually I can surmise what's in the wind, even when he thinks he's playing it close to his chest, because he wants this or that kind of expert. This time there was no such clue.
There was a clue as to the magnitude of the deal, for Old Stone Face stayed in Washington more than a week. This meant he had to hang around while a little time could be found here and there in the calendars of the big boys. From the time involved, some of these boys were right up there on the first team.
Still there were a couple of straws in the wind. When Henry called me into his office for his going-away pep talk, which usually amounted to instructions to kind of keep an eye on the store while he was out to lunch, he betrayed at least one source of interest.
"How's George doing these days, Ralph?” he asked with what he considered to be a disinterested, friendly smile. On him it always looked like an earthquake splitting open the side of a granite mountain.
"Your production reports will tell you better than I can,” I said. “He's practically taken over the running of production. I don't know about you, but it's cut my work in half. Grievances have dropped off to practically nothing."
"I can't complain about production quantity or quality,” he conceded. Which, for him, was like saying that output was exceeding his wildest dreams.
"I'm borrowing trouble, I know,” I said. “But somehow I'm a little uneasy."
I could see by the disappearance of the crack in the granite cliff that he was getting ready for the bad news. He didn't say anything.
"You know, Henry.” I said hesitantly, “I get the feeling of a little boy absorbed with playing train. I sometimes wonder what's going to happen if he gets bored with the gadgets, and starts looking around to see what else might be interesting. Anyhow,” I said idly, “Playing train belongs to an older generation. I get the feeling that George is still a very small boy, and today's small boys are interested in spaceships."
He flashed me a quick look from under his craggy brows to see if there was guile behind my words, thereby revealing the guile behind his.
"If the government made those boys a good offer, you think they'd leave us-and take George with them?"
"I'm not close to the boys,” I said. “But I doubt it. Not if we had anything comparable. The government is killing the goose that lays the golden egg with its security attempts to make unusual people conform to mediocre standards. Scientists don't like to work for government, and wouldn't if they could get comparable deals in private industry. If we lose George it will be our own fault."
"Thank you, Ralph,” he said absently, as if he had got the information he wanted.
"Have a good trip,” I said as I went out the door. I doubt he heard me.
The other straw in the wind came from an unexpected direction. Sara set up an appointment for me to see Annie Malasek.
Annie Malasek, P-1 Assembler, had been with us a number of years now. She was the mother of Jennie Malasek, the little poltergeist girl who had first activated the Auerbach cylinders and made them into antigrav units. I'd cut my own feet out from under me by helping Jennie to get out of the psi framework and over into normalcy-thereby winning the undying gratitude of her mother, Annie. In turn, Annie had helped me to pull a stunt on the fake Swami, who had been claiming psi powers, which proved he really had them, even though he had thought he was faking.
A little to my surprise, when Sara ushered Annie into my office, the Swami came with her. There was that intangible something surrounding the two of them that told me their news before he had finished seating her and found his own chair.
"We wanted you to be the first to know, Mr. Kennedy,” Annie said, and simpered. “We're going to get married, Swami and me."
I stood up and came around from behind my desk.
"One look at the pair of you and anybody would know,” I said as I crossed the room. I took her hand in my left and his hand in my right, squeezed them, and brought their hands together. Swami was grinning like a foolish boy, and Annie began to cry like a foolish girl. I went back to my desk, opened a top drawer, fished out a clean handkerchief, and took it over to Annie. It wasn't the first time. Only this time her tears were not troubled. While Swami was wiping away her tears with tender care, I went back and sat down behind my desk.
I didn't know which to congratulate. By my standards the Swami was a pretty worthless catch, while Annie was a hard-working, faithful, loyal woman worth her weight in gold. Yet it wasn't my standards that had to be satisfied. Hers had been the drab, gray life of a poor factory worker, always struggling to make ends meet-and to her the Swami must have been all that was mysterious, romantic, wonderful. Perhaps his very worthlessness made him all the more precious. Certainly in the eyes of the various factory women who went in heavily for mysticism, she had walked off with the prize catch. Who was I to say that she should not have this triumph? Or that each of them should not have what was most needed-she to be folded in the physical arms of the mysterious infinite; he to have a woman who would joyfully work hard for him, keep him well fed.
I glanced at his white turban. Already she seemed to be doing his laundry. The customary dark grease mark around the edges had disappeared; and come to think of it I hadn't got that faint whiff of malodor from his heavy red-and-gold robe when I'd gone near him.
"Fine, fine,” I said heartily, and meant it. “I can't think of anybody more suited to each other."
The faint look of wary apprehension behind the Swami's huge, liquid black eyes disappeared, and was replaced by real gratitude. Annie was melting all over. My approval had meant a great deal to them. But Annie was Annie, and her character shapelessness didn't last long.
"There was two things we had to see you about, Mr. Kennedy,” she said. “The other was about Jennie."
"Oh?” I questioned. “I understood she was in grammar school and doing very well. Trouble?"
"No,” she answered. “Not yet, anyhow. It's that new Colonel from Washington. He came to me about Jennie. He knew all about ... about the trouble she used to have. He asked me if I'd let him see her, talk to her."
"Oh, he did?” I said. Apparently Colonel Logart was letting no grass grow under his feet. First those questions from Henry about George must have meant that Logart had talked to the five lads. Now Jennie.
"I don't want Jennie in trouble no more,” Annie was saying. “She wasn't happy when she wasn't like other kids. Now she's like them and she's happy."
"Did Colonel Logart speak to you?” I turned to the Swami.
"Just casually,” the Swami answered in his deep, sonorous tones. “But I agree with my little bride. I wouldn't want my daughter disturbed.” It sounded very authoritative and firm. The term “little bride” didn't seem to sicken Annie the way it did me. She looked at him with adoration.
"Don't worry about it,” I told the both of them. “If Colonel Logart brings up the subject again, send him to me."
"That's what I already did,” Annie said, and stood up. Hastily the Swami jumped to his feet.
When they had gone, I picked up the phone and got young Jim Bellows in the Engineering Department.
"Did Colonel Logart approach you fellows about going to work for the government while he was here?” I asked.
"Yes, sir,” he answered readily. “We told him to see you. We wouldn't make a move without letting you know-not after all you've done for us and George."
"Thanks,” I said, and hung up. Thanks, too, for loyalty. I sent off a wire to Henry's hotel in Washington:
* * * *HAVE LEARNED LOGART TRIED TO SHANGHAI OUR SPECIAL EMPLOYEES, REPEAT SPECIAL EMPLOYEES, BEHIND MY BACK. POUR IT ON, HENRY.
KENNEDY
* * * *His wire came back in a few hours.
* * * *JUST WHAT I NEEDED TO BEAR DOWN HARD. THANKS, RALPH.
OLD STONE FACE
* * * *I looked at the telegram for several minutes before I found what was disturbing me. I was so used to thinking in that term that it merely bothered me, but didn't strike me.
I picked up the phone and called the mail room.
"Check the telegraph company for the accuracy of the signature on that message I just received,” I said.
"I already did, Mr. Kennedy,” the girl answered. “They insist he signed it that way himself."
"Oh well,” I sighed. “I suppose that sooner or later he had to learn what we call him."
* * * *Colonel Logart came in to see me as soon as he and Henry got back from Washington. He stood before my desk and I didn't ask him to sit down.
"I want you to know,” he said through thinned lips, “that in talking to your special employees, I was merely following orders."
My lips were equally thin. The common practice of pirating valuable employees is one in which I will not indulge and which I do not appreciate when others try it with me.
"You militarists,” I said coldly, “seem to think that following orders justifies anything from a mild indignity to an outright criminal action. Talk about hypnotic frameworks! We may have become a militarist nation, but we're not under martial law just yet."
He sat down on the edge of the crying chair, without invitation, and pursed his lips as if to hide the twitch of amusement. He made no effort to hide the twinkle in his eyes.
"Oh, I don't know,” he said speculatively. “In the life of an individual don't you find he spends the most of his money on what he wants most? So take a look at our national budget."
"There are such things as necessities of life,” I said, “that determine how a person or a nation spends income."
"Well, Mr. Kennedy,” he argued, soberly now, “don't you find, particularly in those whose thought stream runs shallow, that what one person considers to be a dire necessity he couldn't live without is something another person doesn't want and feels no need of whatever?"
"Goes back to group mores,” I said. “If everybody..."
"Exactly,” he agreed.
"I hardly think we can solve national policy, militaristic or otherwise,” I said drily. “Not just between the two of us."
"No,” he answered. “We can't. And that's something of enormous importance. Will you remember that, Mr. Kennedy? It will help you to understand, when..."
He trailed the sentence off and was silent. God help us, I classified it as more attempts to say startling things, that puny pattern of trying to be something special.
"I believe we're off the subject,” I reminded him. “We were discussing your action of coming out here and trying to steal away some special employees behind my back."
"It's all part of the same big picture,” he said.
"I'm sure it is. Did you bring along your ordnance maps and your pretty little colored pins to demonstrate the big picture?
He ignored my sarcasm.
"Working on a certain government project would have been a long step upward for Jennie's mother, for example,” he said, without responsive anger. “She'd never have to work again. Meantime, with her consent, and with Jennie's willing consent, we could try to restore Jennie's ability to activate antigrav cylinders. Not the little toy things you have stored in your bolted-down vault here, but the real thing-big ones."
"Assuming you could do it,” I qualified. I lit a cigarette and pushed the box across the desk toward him. He took it as an invitation to slide down into a more comfortable position in the chair. He lit a cigarette.
"As for George,” he continued through a puff of smoke, “how long do you think he will be content to play factory operation? One thing you seem to have overlooked, Kennedy. Jennie, Swami, George-they're all just children. Oh sure, the lads that make up George are mature young men, and Swami won't see thirty again, but as far as their psi development is concerned they're children. Children need to grow, and to grow they must have the kind of food they need to grow on."
"Assuming you know what psi food is,” I said.
"Working on this certain government project would have given those young men real stature, and George something to challenge his growing mentality. Because, Kennedy,” he said quietly, “we were able to think of something that only a George could do."
My arm froze with my cigarette lifted half way to my lips. I stared at him for a full minute, then, without taking another puff, I crushed out my cigarette in the tray.
"It was the way you went about it,” I said slowly. “I've never stood in the way of an employee's chance at a real opportunity in my life."
He lifted an eyebrow, because it was a rash statement for any industry man to make.
"I know,” I said. “Most companies operate on the policy of keeping a man where he can do them the most good, without much thought for what is good for the man. I don't. I operate on the policy that I'd rather have an ambitious, intelligent man for a short while than a stupid one forever. I've built a reputation around that. That's why the brightest and best are eager to come to work for us, because they know I'll try to push them upward, either in or out of the company. If you had come to me, instead of going behind my back-"'
"You'd have given me your special employees,” he said. “I knew that. So I made a mistake in the way I went about carrying out my orders. The mistake came to light when you sent that wire to Grenoble. So we didn't bring the psi children under government control with all its spying on employees, informing, watching them through little peekholes in false walls the way we watch the scientists. You think psi talented people could stand up under that?"
"Or,” I said slowly, “having failed in your objective, you've been given a new set of orders to put the best possible interpretation on your mistake."
He shrugged his shoulders and grinned.
"Whatever you prefer to think, Kennedy,” he said easily. “The fact remains that Computer Research has the job which, heretofore, has been one of the most carefully guarded secrets under direct government operation."
"Because,” I said, “George is necessary to it."
"George is necessary,” he agreed. “Only a George could do it. Ever see the inside of the control cabin in one of the big, modem flying superforts, Kennedy?"
I nodded.
"No human mind can see all those instruments simultaneously and take the necessary actions, so we try to divide up the work and responsibility among various members of the flight crew. It works all right as long as everything goes all right, but when it doesn't we read about it in the papers. Almost every day, in fact, we read about it in the papers. And that's just the simple little problem of flying along over the Earth's surface, where all the factors are known and precalculated."
I waited. I gave him the benefit of my assumption that he didn't mean to make an ordinary flight crew out of George.
"If the problems of coordination are becoming more and more insurmountable in just flying through the air,” he said, “think what the problems would be in traveling through space to another body."
"Sure,” he went on, “we've been making progress with guided missiles, putting in servomechanisms to handle specific and known factors, but what about unknown factors? Or even a complexity of known factors would require a huge hall full of servomechanisms. Marvelous though it may be, the guided missile is a one-track mind, equipped to do one thing, equipped to make only one choice when a given condition arises. And even there, the accuracy leaves much to be desired."
I didn't say anything. I could see what was coming.
"In approaching the problem of traversing space, we haven't had any choice, ourselves. We've had to attack it from the angle of a guided missile because no ordinary group of human beings could work together with the necessary instantaneous speed and direction to control the ship from the inside, to analyze unknown factors as they arise and take original, creative action among a multiple of choices."
"But George could,” I said.
"George would have a chance of doing it,” he qualified. “We've got to make a break-through somewhere. Either we have to take an entirely new approach to cybernetic machines, so we can get them down to payload dimensions, or we have to learn how to synthetically create more Georges. We've always assumed it had to be the former, but George may change our minds. So now,” he said, as he put his hands on his knees and began to stand up, “instead of taking George to the project, we're going to bring the project to George. I haven't talked to the boys about it. I came first to you for your permission."
"Quite a project,” I said. “There's a long time and a lot of steps between deciding to build an inner-controlled spaceship and taking it up for a test."
"We'd like George to be in on it from the beginning,” he answered. “It would be essential that he know everything there is to be known about the ship itself. Because, in space, we can't know which bit of knowledge will be vital."
"Whenever you're ready, I'll talk to the boys,” I agreed.
"I'm ready now,” he said. “The government has already taken steps to condemn that whole section of area next to your plant. The clearing and new construction will go fast. In the meantime, the design engineering can be picked up from where it has already been carried by the Pentagon staff. The boys are engineering-trained, but they'll have to be checked out on the specifics of this one."
"I trust you're prepared to listen to their ideas, instead of making them adopt yours,” I said.
"Of course,” he answered.
"Where do Jennie and the Swami come into the picture?"
"We expect to power it with antigrav units,” he said. “We couldn't get unlimited range, otherwise. To say nothing of maneuverability."
"I'll confirm with Henry,” I said, and stood up also. “I'll talk with the boys. I'll talk with Jennie's mother and her new dad, the Swami. I'll talk with Jennie. It all depends on how willing they are."
I followed him to the door, and watched him go through Sara's office and on out of the department. I leaned up against the door jamb.
"I can't figure that fellow,” I said to Sara. “First I thought he was the real McCoy. Then I thought he was a shallow blowhard. Now I don't know."
"Nice to see that everybody isn't just a pawn on your chessboard,” Sara said with a sigh.
"It's pretty certain I'm a pawn on his,” I said. “But I don't know what game he's playing."
"Does he have to be playing any special games” she asked.
"I don't even know that,” I answered.
"My,” she said, and her teasing smile broke up the sharpness of her words. “First thing you know, you're going to be down on the level of all the rest of us blind, stoopidx pawns."
"Maybe I've never been above that level,” I answered seriously.
"Maybe I'm just a hypnotized victim of a framework, with one of my commands being to think I control my thoughts and actions."
"You lost me back there somewhere, Boss,” she answered flippantly, and dug into her work box for another sheaf of reports.
* * * *Henry confirmed that we were now in the spaceship business, as a sideline to our regular computer business, a not too improbable side line, since a spaceship without computer servomechanisms would be just a bulky hull. I would have my hands full, he warned me, in rounding up the necessary experts, even with all the help I could get from the government.
"The less help I get from the government, the better,” I said drily. “Their ideas of merit are more concerned with a man's sex life, and what idle remark he may have made in an off moment twenty years ago, or whether he was ever arrested by some moronic cop. The more we get to be like Russia the less I like it. Have you ever noticed, Henry, that when a man takes on an enemy, he also takes on the characteristics of the enemy? Seems to work with nations, too."
"Very interesting,” he commented impassively. “I thought we were talking about building a spaceship."
"There's a connection somewhere,” I said. “Maybe it has to do with the fact that when you take on a framework you take on all the problems and defects inherent in it. Passing laws against those defects is like making it a criminal offense for blue-eyed parents to have a blue-eyed child: if they're going to have children at all they'll be blue-eyed, criminal offense or none. So I don't want to get involved with the government's having anything at all to say about the kind of men we hire. Only thing I'll care about is have they got brains and are they still able to use them in spite of everything we've done to prevent it."
"Just so you get them,” he said. “Logart is going to head up the project."
"Here we go again,” I groaned. “They'll have to satisfy him."
"He's no longer a Colonel,” Henry said. “Starting tomorrow he's just plain Mister Logart, private citizen."
"Shedding the uniform and the badges doesn't make him shed the frame of thinking,” I argued. “That's how we became a militarist nation: we got saturated."
"You're not in a very constructive mood today, Ralph,” he complained with enough irritation to show me I'd griped my limit. “You work with him the way you do with the rest of the supervisors. All he's got to say is whether the man is technically capable. Same as any other project head."
"I don't know what's the matter with me, Henry,” I said slowly. “I don't trust Logart, I guess. There's something I can't put my finger on."
"He knows his business,” Henry said. “Maybe better than any man in the country. I checked into that carefully. Everybody says he's the man for the job. If you're gonna build a spaceship, you got to put a man in charge that knows at least what one ought to look like. I don't. Do you?"
"It surprises me that he's such an expert. Maybe that's the trouble. He's always surprising me. He doesn't seem to fit-anywhere."
"Why should he fit something?"
"You walk out into the factory stores, Henry. We have thousands of parts, but they all fit somewhere in the machines we make. By knowing the machines and looking at the parts, you can tell just about what every part is for and where it fits. Now suppose you ran across a part that didn't belong. Wouldn't it bother you?"
"You keep telling me people aren't machines, Ralph."
"But they fit,” I said. “They fit into a recognizable framework, all except a George, or a Jennie, and sometimes a Swa-"
My voice trailed off and I stared at Henry.
"You think he might be another one of those?” Old Stone Face asked.
"If he is,” I said slowly, “he's concealed it. Or has he? Not belittling your negotiating ability any, Henry, but hasn't it seemed to you that we got into the spaceship business mighty quick and easy?"
Old Stone Face didn't answer for a minute. Then he heaved a big sigh, as if he'd been holding his breath all along.
"We're in it now,” he said at last. “The way they fell over themselves around the Pentagon, giving me everything I wanted, made me think I was getting real good at my trade. Better keep an eye on Logart, Ralph. No telling what he might be up to."
"What could I do about it?” I asked.
* * * *My talk with the five boys was a little like the time when I interviewed them for jobs. I knew their names well by now, and of course I'd spoken to each of them a few times on the job. In their several departments I never seemed to have any trouble keeping the names straight, but as the five of them filed through my office door and took chairs, I couldn't sort out which name belonged to which face. It didn't matter.
Very briefly I told them about the project, and the part we hoped George could play.
"We knew-"
"-you could think of something-"
"-sir."
It was Numbers One, Two, Three and Four who had answered. Number Five nodded in agreement.
"Now I don't want to underestimate this,” I warned. “It's new. You'll be the first to leave Earth in any kind of a ship. There'll be bugs, bound to be. A challenge to everything George has got."
"Yeah!” they breathed in ecstasy, their eyes shining.
"Physical danger,” I said as impressively as I could. “All we've got is what we've surmised from the information that came back from the satellites. It seems like a lot. But on the other hand it isn't much, maybe not enough. Maybe we only think we can build the necessary mechanisms the first time. And, of course, we can only build to handle the known or suspected factors. There could be others."
Apparently they were communing with one another up on Cloud Nine, lost in such a roseate dream that, before I thought, I sniffed the air to see if there was any hint of a reefer's odor clinging to their clothes. Every now and then a young fellow came in who was really flying. But apparently they didn't need any help.
"You'll have a hand in designing the ship,” I said, not sure whether I was talking to anybody or not. “You'll answer only to Mr. Logart, the head of the project. Naturally, your salaries will be raised commensurate with your new jobs."
Either that got through to them, or their silent conference was over.
"We've got some news for you, sir,” Numbers Three and Five said simultaneously. “We're all going to be married."
"Not all to the same gi—” I said impulsively. “Of course not,” I corrected myself hurriedly.
"Of course not,” they agreed in chorus.
I wanted to ask them something, maybe to warn them, but in this area one man will rarely meddle with another man's intentions. I was alarmed about George. George's existence depended upon the five of them remaining in closest communion, but a young wife's first big project is to cut her new husband off from his past life and alienate all his old buddies. It's instinctive, and takes place even when neither the wife nor the husband wants it to happen. What would happen to George? Apparently they had thought of it, too.
"A year ago,” they said, “when George was confined to just the five of us, it might have destroyed him. But not now. Anyhow, it's a pair of twins and a set of triplets, all sisters, so they know at least a little of what a George is like. It'll be all right, sir. You needn't worry. And ... we do need wives, just like anybody else."
"Of course,” I answered.
"They're very wonderful girls,” Five said shyly.
"Of course,” I said.
They looked at each other and their eyes sparkled with mischief.
"It's possible,” Two said, “that in time there could be a Mrs. George."
I didn't say anything. They were in a framework I couldn't share.
"It must be spring,” I finally gasped. “A regular epidemic."
"Yeah,” they breathed', their eyes shining.
* * * *I went out into the factory and got a forelady's permission to talk to Annie Malasek on the job.
"Bother you, Annie, if I talk while you work?” I asked, when I came to a stop beside her workbench.
"Oh, no, sir,” she said. “I can do this in my sleep."
Her fingers flying, pausing briefly, flying, pausing over a module, one of the more intricate parts of a computer, reminded me of butterflies hovering over a bed of flowers, darting in and out, pausing and tasting briefly. I caught the flush of pleasure on her face, and the sidelong look in her eyes when she checked to make sure it was duly noted in the department that I had come to see her instead of sending for her. Apparently that meant something.
"It's about Jennie,” I said in a low voice just loud enough for her to hear me over the constant department hum. “Logart wants your permission to talk with her, and see if we can bring back any of her old-ah-abilities. It's very important now that we should try. If you're willing, and if she's willing."
Her eyes flashed to my face quickly, and clung there questioning, anxious. But her fingers didn't falter.
"I don't want her throwing things without touching them,” she said with a trace of that old stubbornness which was a major characteristic of hers before she and I had got to know one another, trust one another. “I don't want her setting fires without no matches. Them were old country ways, Slavonic mountain ways. We're Americans now, citizens. Jennie was lonesome and unhappy then. Now she's one of the most popular girls in her class and makes the best grades, even if I am her mother."
"She's older now,” I said gently. “It's barely possible she would be able to move from one framework to the other at will."
Her eyes left my face and she looked down at the completed assembly. Expertly she whirled it beneath her hands, her sharp eyes inspecting every part. Satisfied, she lifted it from her stationary bench and put it on the moving belt line which ran beside the benches. She picked up the shell of another from the parts bin, and her fingers began darting in and out of smaller bins to pick up screws, bolts, wires. As if of their own volition, her fingers started putting the things into place. Her eyes came back to me.
"I don't understand about frameworks,” she said.
"It's just a technical name for different conditions,” I said. I very nearly used Einstein's phrase “coordinate system” and decided it would merely confuse things further. “For instance, when you were a girl in the Slav mountains where you came from, things were different from here. Things were true there that aren't true here."
"You can say that again,” she agreed heartily.
"But you could go back there on a visit,” I said. “Without losing your American citizenship. You could understand the old country ways because you grew up among them. At the same time, you would remember American ways, and when you came back you could pick up American ways again, without any trouble. Because you understand those, too. It's what we mean by different frameworks."
"You think Jennie lived in a different—” She hesitated over the new word, tasting it for meaning, “-framework?"
"I'm pretty sure of it,” I said.
"And she could travel back and forth without hurting herself?"
"Possibly. We don't know for sure."
"My,” she said. “Think of that. That's some daughter I've got, eh, Mr. Kennedy?"
"You can say that again,” I agreed.
"That Logart fellow,” she said. “He seems like a nice enough man. Awful young to be a full colonel. I guess it wouldn't do any harm for him to talk to Jennie-if you was there. You think it would do her any harm?"
"She wouldn't have to agree unless she wanted to,” I said. “I'm not going to put any pressure on her. I made up my mind to that two, three years ago when I first got to know her."
"Then I'll tell her to come see you tomorrow when she gets out of school in the afternoon."
I started to leave, then turned back.
"How's Swami?” I asked.
Her face began to glow.
"He's the most wonderf—” She paused and then smiled teasingly. “But you wouldn't know anything about him in that framework."
I tried to picture Swami in the role of ardent lover. It wasn't too difficult. He probably would have made an art of it, a supplement to his art of fakery in reading palms, telling fortunes, gazing into the crystal ball. Perhaps it would be better if I didn't acknowledge that to Annie.
"No,” I laughed. “I guess you're right. I wouldn't know anything about his abilities in that framework."
"Jennie's crazy about him,” she said. “Sometimes I think those two understand each other better than I understand either one of them."
"Oh?” I said.
"They're two of a kind,” she said. “They play games together.” Then cryptically, she added, “But it's all right, because he's there to see that she don't come to no harm."
I felt my eyes widen a little. Perhaps we wouldn't have too much trouble in getting Jennie back into the old framework after all.
"They claim that together they can do things that neither one of them can do by themselves,” she added.
"If they're that close,” I said, “maybe Swami had better come with Jennie tomorrow afternoon."
Her face lit up and the last vestige of doubt left it.
"Then I know it will be all right,” she said confidently.
I hoped so.
* * * *Sara kept Jennie and the Swami in the outer waiting room until Logart could be located. It wasn't difficult to find him. He'd left word with the switchboard that he'd be in conference with Old Stone Face and was to be notified immediately when I was ready. He left the conference at once, and I hoped Old Stone Face would realize that there really were times when a little girl and a fake swami might be more important than the general manager.
The three of them came in together and I introduced them as I gave them chairs.
"You're a bigger girl than I thought you'd be,” Logart said to Jennie. “Prettier, too."
I caught a flash of dark jealousy in Swami's eyes-Jennie, still in the preteen age of a child at one moment and a young lady the next, suddenly became a very demure and shy young lady. Apparently Logart caught the look in Swami's face, too, for he addressed most of his remarks to the man, and gradually I could see him winning over the highly temperamental, unstable personality.
I had visualized myself as carrying the conversational ball, drawing them out, bringing them closer together, and finally with great subtlety introducing the psi subject. Logart picked up the ball immediately and I became no more than a nonparticipating spectator. In fact, I wasn't quite sure that I caught all the plays, or understood fully those I did see.
Whatever it was that happened, Jennie was completely captivated. Yet it was to the Swami that she turned and drew closer. Suddenly I realized that it was no longer to Jennie as separate from the Swami, but both of them as a team that Logart was appealing. Logart had somehow caught the implications of the games that Swami and Jennie played together where as a team they could do things that neither could do separately.
Had Logart still been in uniform I might have credited the way they turned to him, accepted his leadership, yes, domination over them as subservience to military command. But he had shed his uniform and badges, and had become an uncolorful, nondescript civilian. But not to them! They recognized something in him I could not see. They gave acquiescence long before it was asked. In fact, he never asked their agreement, he took it for granted. And they gave it in the same spirit.
I had to stop them at one point, they were going too fast toward their destination, whatever it might be.
"Whoa!” I exclaimed. “Wait a minute. You can't pull Jennie out of school and ensconce her over there in the laboratory building just because you want her. There are such things as school laws and child labor laws here in California."
"Isn't that your problem, Mr. Kennedy?” Logart asked, with an undercurrent of impatience in his voice.
"Yes,” I said reasonably. “And it's quite a problem. It's true that we have special provision for, say, child actors. The State gives special permission when adequate and compensating educational facilities are provided. I can set up the educational facilities without any trouble. The problem is this. The State Board understands about child actors. But what am I going to give the State as an excuse for taking Jennie out of regular school and putting her to work in our factory?"
"It seems to me that the success or failure of Earth's first space ship is more important than some stupid motion picture,” Logart said, with his impatience increasing.
"Ah,” I said. “But now we're dealing with a framework of bureaucracy. Remember your military framework, Mister Logart. They're going to ask what has this little girl got so necessary to our success that the graduates of our finest technical universities don't have?"
"What is the procedure to deal with other unusual children?” he asked.
"There aren't supposed to be any unusual children,” I said. “That's the whole point. There aren't supposed to be any unusual people of any kind, or any unusual circumstances. What did you do with those unusual young fellows you pulled into the services, Colonel Logart? You ground them down to complete conformity and mediocrity, or you destroyed them in trying. Now the disease is no longer confined to the military. Because nothing is done to reverse this process when the man has finished his term of service, it has saturated the whole culture."
All three of them were looking at me with different expressions. Jennie was politely waiting while an adult finished saying something she didn't understand. Swami was looking at me with eyebrows cocked in puzzled surprise. Logart was patient, with a little smile that seemed comprised of both amusement and pity playing around his lips. I couldn't interpret it then, I didn't understand it until months later, when the pattern he was now developing finished in its inevitable result.
I was puzzled, too. At myself. I had never been particularly concerned for the ultimate fate of our culture, of mankind. I conceded that I didn't have many illusions left, but mine had always been an attitude of “If you can't lick ’em, join ’em.” Yet every time I came in contact with Logart, or even thought about him, I started getting up on a soapbox and philosophizing off into the blue yonder. And I was supposed to be the one who was skilled in keeping people on the subject until the matter in hand had been covered!
"What I'm saying,” I supplemented a little lamely, because it wasn't what I'd been saying at all, “is that in dealing with a specific framework, you've got to make certain concessions to it, even though they prove a nuisance. Now I can see only one way to justify bringing Jennie here into the plant laboratory on a full-time basis, and that is in the role of a child actor. The State could understand that, because there's precedence. So we'll have to go through the process of making a motion picture record of the building of this spaceship. The State will understand if we interpret that record through a child's eyes, because the State is convinced that the people have the minds of small children."
I started to swing into another diatribe about administrative attitudes of telling people only what the government thought the people ought to know, and keeping from them what they thought the people were too innocent to suspect-and resolutely closed my lips. Now that I had realized Logart's effect on me, I could at least be on guard. What effect did he have on others? Was he also arousing in them deep, latent concepts-abilities?
"As you say,” he was conceding, “a motion picture record will be an added nuisance. But if it takes that to get up off the surface of the Earth, we'll do it.” There was a vibrant chord of deep yearning, longing, in his voice.
"There will be quite a few such nuisances,” I said drily.
* * * *There were quite a few nuisances.
Not the least of them was the sudden withdrawal of George from the production departments of the factory. George had largely dispensed with red tape in favor of his more immediate form of communication. When George withdrew to concentrate on spaceship plans, like a little boy who drops his tricycle and never gives it a backward glance when he sees daddy untying a real bike from the rear bumper of the car, this form of communication was suddenly cut off. Nobody knew what to do.
Red tape is not only communication, it is history. No one knew what to do, and from the few sparse records no one could tell what had been done.
The workers turned to their supervisors. Here were the machines, here was the blank stock. But what were they supposed to do with it? The supervisors turned to the production planning departments. Where are the work orders, the job tickets? Production Planning turned to Engineering. Where are the blueprints? Engineering turned to Plant Management. What are we supposed to be doing? Plant Management turned to General Management. Old Stone Face had nowhere to turn. It is one thing to build a huge organization one step at a time. It is something else to have five thousand idle employees turn at once and say, “What am I supposed to do?"
In this hectic period of readjustment which loaded me down with quarrels, complaints, grievances, I noticed a peculiar state of mind creeping over me. Ordinarily there is a joy in the skill of being able to juggle dozens of problems without dropping any of them to smash, but there was no joy in this. I simply slugged through the days somehow. I put it down to overwork, overpressure, and the fact that I really wanted to be active in the preliminary stages of planning the spaceship. Compared with that, the job of getting the plant running smoothly again was sheer tedious drudgery.
All through the months I never really had any hand at all in the building of the spaceship. Peripheral nuisances kept me busy, a sort of picking up the pieces that Logart dropped as he pushed the project along. He never shoved me out of things. He just didn't need me at the central core, and there always seemed to be some emergency that prevented my real participation.
Such as the nuisance of getting a motion picture record started, the subterfuge that would give us Jennie without too many questions. This meant dealing with thirty-two more unions necessary to film a professional picture, to say nothing of State Boards, Local Boards, and Bureaucrats at every level. Anybody who still thinks we have free enterprise is living in a previous century. Simply making it possible for Jennie to get additional training from Logart kept me from sitting in on those sessions to see what was going on.
The nuisances piled up and as customary around Computer Research the buck passes from hand to hand until, somehow, it finally winds up on my desk. For instance there wasn't any reason why I should have got involved in the court actions that would condemn the adjoining property and give us more space. But I did.
One little old lady chose this particular time to decide that science had gone far enough. She picked up Asimov's famous sardonic jest made when the American satellite was first being publicly described: “If God had wanted basketballs to fly he'd have given them wings.” She clung to it with literal sincerity, and talked about the Tower of Babel. Somehow the notion got fixed that if man left Earth, where he had been put to work out expiations for his sins, the whole plan of the universe would be destroyed. She had a lot of followers. The Press, treating it first as a joke, gradually began to concede she might have a point. And, although the court decreed against her, when she sat down in her little parlor with a shotgun across her lap and defied anybody to remove her bodily from her property-still hers no matter what a federal court judge said -our Public Relations Department somehow passed the buck to me. Rationalizing her into believing man was following out the predestined plan of the universe and science was proof that man was making progress in the expiation of his original sin took time. By the time I finished, her house was a little island in a sea of bulldozers.
Old Stone Face didn't help any.
"I thought I was pretty well adapted,” he said to me one day, “to the government attitude that a fellow isn't any kind of business manager at all if he can't make a ten-thousand-dollar item cost the tax payers a half million, but Ralph, the costs of this project are ridiculous.
Arguments that the more money we wasted the more profit we made, as is accepted custom, didn't sway his attempts to cut costs. The amazing Logart had somehow managed to pry open the Federal till so that we could just reach in and help ourselves. Old Stone Face insisted it wasn't the money, it was the principle of the thing. The more he tried to cut costs the greater the clamor and the more problems that somehow got piled on top of me.
I saw the land cleared, the spaceship hangar and side buildings arise without any help from me. By now, I seemed to be past caring.
When Logart insisted he had to have a laboratory separate from everything else, where only he, Jennie, Swami, and George could enter, and pointed out a private residence on the north side of our property he thought would do, somehow I took it for granted it was my problem to get it for him. Somehow, working through our legal department, of course, I did. Somehow, I didn't ever get around to pointing out that the Personnel Director cannot be excluded from any company property; that the Personnel Director has the right to participate in any employee training program. After they moved into their new “laboratory” I never even got a peek inside it. The astonishing bit about that was that I couldn't seem to care.
I still thought it was because I was too busy!
The hull of the spaceship was well on its way to taking form before I realized-that in the midst of all my headaches, there had not been the nuisance of trying to find a zillion experts. Now no matter how much of a genius a man may be, he can't know everything. A genius, perhaps more than anybody else, would want experts around if for no more than to check his work. It took me quite a while to realize that there was such a radical departure from all previous concepts of space flight that experts would simply be still more nuisance.
Well, George was the one who had to fly it. Let him plan it.
There was the nuisance also of trying to explain to our Public Relations Department, so they could explain to the Press, why the designs of a certain animated-cartoon manufacturer were not being followed in building our spaceship. No one else seemed to care whether Public Relations, and the Press, got an answer to this important question.
But how could I explain that maybe a cartoonist didn't really know everything there was to know about designing a real spaceship? The public would never accept that. They had already accepted the cartoon design, and that was what they expected to see. They were paying for it, weren't they?
How could I explain something I didn't understand myself? For it didn't look like a spaceship to me, either. If anything, it more closely resembled a small apartment building!
One entered what was obviously a basement. You mean to tell me that small space off to the side is going to be the entire control room? Yes, I can see these are storage bins and closets, but if this thing should work won't you want to take it to the Moon? Maybe Mars and Venus? Where are you going to store enough food, and oxygen, and water? To say nothing of the thousand other necessities? Or, I suppose this is only a test model"
None of the answers Logart gave me were satisfactory. All seemed to boil down to not worrying my pretty little head about it. As for power units, well, Jennie really didn't take up much room, did she? There was a twinkle in his eye as he asked it, so I knew he was kidding. I hoped.
There was a shaft running upward, through the center of the ceiling, but no elevator in it. A small flight of metal stairs wound around the open shaft, for ordinary people, like myself, to climb to the upper decks. On the first floor there were five apartments, small but as comfortably and completely equipped as a good house trailer. The second floor had an additional five apartments, and that was all.
This was a spaceship?
I preferred not to think about it. Of course I knew it wasn't going to be powered by any such thing as Jennie sitting over in a corner and psiing earnestly. Dr. Auerbach had already completed one large cylinder, about the size of a thirty-gallon water heater, and had delivered it to the laboratory building which Logart had demanded.
I didn't have to wonder very long whether Jennie and Swami, under Logart's specialized teaching, could make the cylinders work.
It was one mid-morning when I was on my way over from our regular plant to the section housing the space ship. Over to my right I saw the one-time residence, now Logart's laboratory, lift up off its foundations and float about a foot into the air. There was the rending sound of torn masonry, torn plumbing and sewer pipes, electrical wiring. Water started gushing out of the pipes, and as I ran toward the building, I remember being thankful there were no gas lines.
The house settled back down slowly, but not quite straight, on its foundations. I ran up to the front door and pounded frantically on the panel. After a moment, Logart came and opened the door a mere crack.
"Yes?” he asked, as if I were a house-to-house salesman.
"It floated up into the air,” I gasped.
"Yes?” There was still a question in his voice. What did I want?
"It broke your watermains’ sewer connections, electrical wiring,” I said lamely.
"Oh, yes,” he answered a little absently.” I suppose it did. Would you be good enough to get them fixed, Kennedy"” he asked. He closed the door.
More nuisance.
A little later that morning, I saw the lift truck go over to the laboratory, and pick up the cylinder which had now been shunted out on the porch. From the way it lifted, I knew the cylinder was now inert. I didn't ask how it got out on the porch. There were five husky young men, besides Swami and Logart, in that building. I was sure they could have managed to get it out on the porch ... somehow.
The lift truck carried the cylinder over to the ship-I still kept thinking of it as a compact apartment building-and installed it in a rack on the north wall of the basement. There were similar racks on each of the other three walls, and Auerbach was completing, on order, three more such cylinders. I supposed there was some psientific reason for it. I had given up inquiring about it.
By now I was in a state of perpetual shock, partly from overwork and overworry about too many nuisances, partly because I understood just enough to understand that I didn't know anything at all.
Such items, for example, as:
Logart had insisted on a special formula of metal alloy to be made up in bars about the size of bricks. The idea seemed to be to pack as many molecules in as small a space as possible. I ventured, one day, to ask what they were for.
"Jennie-Swami's powers are limited,” Logart said, a little sadly I thought. “They need molecules of some kind; can't make food, water, other things, out of nothing."
"Of course not,” I said. I vaguely wondered what the term “other things” might cover. But I was past normal curiosity about anything. I didn't bother to ask.
"Swami's prescience is irregular,” he said. “Your idea of increasing psi powers through hypnotism has its limits."
In these hectic months I had completely forgotten my intent to attempt hypnotism on psi. Apparently Logart hadn't.
"We don't know what we may need before we come to matter again,” he went on.
"Of course not,” I agreed.
"So it's well to have plenty of molecules on hand,” he said.
"Of course,” I said. As if from forgotten childhood there came the memory of a fairy story about Little Three-Eyes, “Little table appear,” she would say, and there would be a table laden with all the delicacies a hungry child can visualize. “Little table go away,” she would say when she had eaten, and that took care of the automatic dishwasher problem. Three-Eyes? The third eye a psisense organ? The story founded on fact in some dim past? At the moment, it seemed to make their human needs all easy of fulfillment.
At the moment I didn't realize I was in a complete daze to the point that I would have readily agreed that when they grew hungry all they'd have to do is slice off a piece of the green-cheese moon.
The alloy bricks were completed and stacked in the “basement” until only corridors remained. The workmen doing it seemed never to have had any curiosity. Our Public Relations Department had failed completely with the Press, and the Press had settled in their own minds that the whole thing was a hoax. A congressional committee had promised to investigate the Pentagon's folly.
By now everyone had ceased to be curious. This was not unexpected on the part of the public. Conditioned by newspapers and television commentators to a new shock at least every three days, they responded by losing interest in anything after about three days. But it was surprising that those of us deeply involved should stop questioning.
I remember one curious conversation around this time. I didn't give it enough reflection at the time, possibly because it was with Swami, whose attitudes and opinions I respected least.
He came into my office with a sort of hang-dog look on his face and said he wanted to talk with me, to explain something to me.
"I don't-none of us want you to feel hurt,” he said. “Afterwards."
"Afterwards what?” I asked.
"After this is all over."
"What am I not to feel hurt about?"
"Even explaining it is going to hurt you."
"Look, fellow,” I said with a slight exasperation. “I've been at this game of dealing with human beings for a long time. I've been insulted in just about ever way the mind of man can conceive. I've been lied to, cheated, double-crossed, lied about, and had the truth told about me. I've survived. I expect I can survive what you have to say."
"I suppose,” he said slowly, “you've got a vocabulary of around twenty-five thousand words."
"More or less, perhaps,” I conceded.
"And an equally large vocabulary of word combinations, and then another block of phrase combinations, so that all told you're probably capable of around a hundred thousand concepts. Say a hundred thousand for the sake of argument."
"For the sake of argument,” I agreed.
"Suppose you found yourself living with a band of great apes who have a vocabulary of grunts, growls, roars, whistles, and chest beatings that number up to a hundred concepts. The ratio is a thousand to one, isn't it?"
I started to tell him he should have been a mathematician, but the look of sadness in his big black eyes stopped me.
"But for all your disproportionate ratio of concepts,” he said, “you can still be hurt, get sick, feel a mosquito bite, get too cold, too hot, too hungry. You can only communicate to the limit of their hundred concepts. They judge you within these hundred concepts. They have no way of knowing or appreciating this vast number you can't communicate. To them you are a pretty worthless creature. You can't overpower them in a fight, you don't take an interest in their she-apes and fight over them, you don't try to become master of the herd because it wouldn't interest you, you don't appreciate the delicacies of the grubs to be found under the bark of rotting trees; you're puny, sickly, and obviously you are also cowardly by their standards."
"But I've got a hundred thousand concepts-which makes me superior to them,” I said.
"No,” he disagreed. “Not superior, because what standard are you going by? Theirs, or yours""
"Different then,” I said.
"Different,” he answered. “That's the point. Now suppose you found a group of human beings, your equals. Suppose you found a way to escape from the tribe of apes, to set up a community of human beings, so that your hundred thousand concepts had value. More important, so that you could start using them, and all they mean. Wouldn't you do it?"
"We're talking about psi, of course,” I said, “and I see the analogy. But suppose the apes recognized my difference, recognized that I could think in areas denied to them. Suppose, for example, they saw the relation of the rotting tree to a supply of grubs under its bark. Suppose they tried to use my extra concepts, asked me to figure out a way to make more trees fall so there could be more grubs?"
"Would you really care?” he asked. “All right, suppose they invented another grunt which was a recognition of your difference. So now they've got a vocabulary of a hundred and one concepts. As against your hundred thousand, would it make much difference to you?"
"Look, Swami,” I said earnestly. “I've been trying to understand your psi talents. Not just to recognize them, but to understand them. All of them. I'm trying to find a way to bring them under scientific scrutiny, to work out an approach to the natural laws governing them, measure them, control them, predict them. They're real, they work-somewhere, in some way, they are a part of natural law. Man can understand natural law, if he tries. That's science."
He shook his head.
"A long time ago,” he said, “we had a conversation along this line. I was offended then, and scared. I gave you some metaphysical mumbo jumbo. But my feelings, my psi feelings if you will, were sound. Maybe I can express it better this time. The flaw lies in what you call scientific method. Yes, psi is a part of natural law, but scientific method, as you conceive it, can't get hold of it. There has to be ... There has to be..."
He paused. Obviously he was trying to find a grunt, whistle, or chest thump which was in my vocabulary.
"Let's go to another analogy,” he said.
"Let's,” I agreed.
"Suppose an ancient Greek philosopher met up with a modern solar scientist. Suppose this ancient Greek said to the solar scientist. ‘Tell me about the sun.’ The solar scientist starts sketching in his basic knowledge of the sun. ‘No, no!’ the ancient Greek objects. ‘Don't give me all that vague and mystical mumbo jumbo. That doesn't mean anything to me. Tell me how many wheels Apollo's chariot has, how many horses draw it across the sky, what metal the chariot is made of, what its dimensions are, what figures are embossed on its doors. Be scientific, man!’ What could the solar scientist say?"
"In short,” I said, “our science, in trying to measure psi, get a description of it, is like trying to measure a chariot that doesn't exist, driven by a god who doesn't exist."
"Yes."
"But psi does exist."
"The sun exists,” he said. “It is the framework of approach to knowledge, to measurement that is wrong. Man couldn't learn anything more about the sun until he quit thinking in terms of Apollo's chariot."
It was an impasse. I couldn't give up my scientific approach to knowledge-any more than the ancient Greek could give up his certainty that Apollo drove his chariot across the sky.
* * * *As I say, I remembered the conversation, but I didn't reflect on it enough. I interpreted it as just Swami wanting to talk to somebody, maybe build up his stock in my eyes since, obviously, I respected Jennie and George more than I did him. I didn't realize at the time that it was a kind of valedictory-from all of them.
I was much more concerned with the pressures of details that were weighing me down, and I fear my main reaction at the moment was irritation at the twenty minutes he'd taken up when other things were much more urgent.
Urgencies, for example, such as the details of their mass wedding. It didn't occur to me until much later that almost a year had passed since their announcement that they were going to get married-Annie and Swami, the boys and their girls. I'd not thought much about it, and if I did have a vague wonder now and then, I'd put the delay down to their being under white-hot pressures, too.
At any rate the multiple wedding finally did come off. Somehow the responsibility for that, too, got around to my office. But as usual., Sara was more capable of handling it than I would have been. I had only to officiate at the reception afterwards. The boys’ parents were all there, the first time I'd met them; but somehow even they managed to pass the buck, and it was as if all these were my children.
After the reception, I had hardly enough energy left in me to stagger into my apartment. I was utterly exhausted and in a slight fever.
"Did anybody think to make arrangements for their honeymoons"” I heard myself mumbling as I lay down across the bed to gather enough energy to get up and undress.
I fell asleep patiently telling myself that Sara would take care of it.
I was awakened by the telephone on the stand beside my bed, and with that dim realization that it had been ringing for a long time. Through grainy eyelids I could see outside my window that it was a bleak gray dawn. I hadn't bothered to snap off my light, pull down my shade, and I was still dressed.
"Aw for ... Why don't you look up the right number?” I grumbled into the phone when I finally managed to reach out and claw it off its stand.
"Ralph! Ralph! Don't hang up. This is Henry!"
Old Stone Face's granite voice blasted me a little more awake.
"Yes, Henry,” I groaned without that brisk, glad alertness righthand men are expected to feel on any occasion.
"The ship's gone,” he said. “Just got a call from Plant Security. Meet you there."
There was a crash in my ear as he slammed down the phone. Well, at least I didn't have to dress. A slept-in tuxedo was just fine for going out to hunt a misplaced spaceship.
* * * *Henry and I pulled into the executives’ parking section at the same time, and both of us spilled out of our cars and started running toward the spaceship hangar. A little knot of watchmen, security police, maintenance men had gathered at the doorway. They stepped back as we puffed our way up to the door and came to a halt. Yes, the spaceship was gone. The ceiling of the hangar was neatly folded back, as planned, to let the pink clouds and blue sky show through.
"Some honeymoon,” I said to Henry.
"You think they'd have taken their wives?” he asked me.
"You think they'd have chosen this particular morning for a routine test run?” I asked him.
"You think they'd have risked their wives before they tested it?” he asked.
"You think they weren't absolutely sure of what they were doing all along?” I asked.
We weren't bothering to answer each other.
"We'd better check the laboratory. Logart's been sleeping there lately,” Henry said. “Those kids could have taken it up as a lark, you know.” He shook his head angrily. “This younger generation!” he grumbled.
The little knot of employees, who had been crowding the doorway behind us, stepped back again and let us get out. They looked at us curiously, to see what we would do now. Executives were supposed to be able to handle anything, even spaceships that disappear.
We walked over toward the laboratory building that never had been straightened on its foundations. Neither of us seemed to be in a great hurry now. We went up on the porch and knocked politely at the door. We waited. No one answered our knock. There was no sound of movement inside. I tried the latch, and the door swung open without any trouble.
We peered into the hallway, and the house looked just as I remembered it when we bought it from its previous residents. As we stepped inside, I saw an envelope on the hall table. I looked at the front and saw it was addressed to me. I picked it up and carried it with me as we searched the house. There were no occupants, of course.
As we went from room to room a most peculiar realization came to me. In spite of my weariness, my lethargy was gone. I no longer felt numbly swept along in currents I could not understand or control. I was back to a state of mind I remembered, a state of being awake, and already the events of the last few months had the haze of a remembered dream.
"You feel unusually sharp this morning, Henry?” I asked as we left the service porch area. He looked at me quickly.
"First I thought I was losing my grip because I got so I didn't care what was happening in building the spaceship,” he said. “Then I got so I didn't care that I didn't care."
"Me too,” I said. “Now I feel awake again."
"Me too,” he said. Then added cryptically, “That Logart!"
We came into the living room. The chairs and divan were as neatly placed as in any home-Annie's work, no doubt. I hadn't been admitted to the house, but Annie had!
"This envelope is addressed to me,” I said.
"Well, open it,” Henry said.
We sat down in chairs, and I slipped a page out of the unsealed envelope. It was all neatly typed out. I had expected it to start with some such cliche as “When you read this, we will be gone,” but Logart, whose signature was at the bottom, hadn't wasted words on the trivially obvious. I started reading aloud for Henry's benefit.
* * * *"A man can grow only so tall,” Logart began. “After that, he can merely grow fat. As with a man, so with a culture of man. When a culture has more to lose than to gain in trying to realize a dream, it is the dream that dies. When a culture starts walking backward into the future, with its eyes fixed on the past, the culture dies.
"A youth must leave his home and the parents who bore and cherished him or suffer the consequences of being never more than were his parents. History is full of the migrations of such youth groups. Youth groups with a dream that can only be realized where there is room for a dream to grow.
"Sorry you couldn't go with its, Kennedy. You tried. We tried. But what would life be like for you in a framework you could never share, where all your dependable patterns are no longer true, where till your wisdom of coping with people avails you nothing? For all your sympathy, you never quite believed that psi is an entirely different framework. You were always trying to make it conform to your already fixed notions of what truth must be.
"All of us will remember you with deep gratitude, for you brought together a critical psi mass. It needed only me to arrange the parts into its dynamic potential. Jennie, Swami and George were, in a sense, your psi children. Be glad you gave them a good start.
"Somewhere, out among the stars, where there is room to grow, we will form a colony, and then a culture based in psi. Give its your blessing, and wish its luck.
"Logart."
* * * *I looked up at Old Stone Face. He looked back at me.
"Too bad, Ralph,” he said. He had helped, too. It was a disappointment that Logart had not given him credit. That Logart! “Well,” he said finally, as if squaring his shoulders. “First thing is to get some breakfast. Next thing is to get that sluggish Public Relations Department waked up and working on some handouts for the Press, who, I guess, will sort of wake up now, too. Next thing is to try to explain all this to the Pentagon, and how come we didn't stop them from taking the spaceship. Then there's Congress to explain to, why we used all that money they urged us to take. After all that's boiled down, and reflected itself in the voting machines, we still got computers to make."
"Why?” I asked.
"Now you took here, Ralphie, my boy,” he said and shook his finger at me. It shocked me into an upright position. He didn't seem to notice, because his eyes were veiled as if he were looking into a far distance. “That Logart didn't have a corner on new frameworks. Maybe he's right about the old folks having grown too set in their ways to change, but there'll be other wild and independent children who want something different. You'll see.
"But first things first. Let's go get some breakfast."
We walked over to the plant cafeteria which does a brisk breakfast business in men whose wives are too lazy to get up and see them off to work properly. There was a hush over the room, so still that the inadvertent clink of a spoon against a coffeecup sounded like a gong. The story had spread.
The sight of Henry and me, at one end of a long and otherwise empty table, calmly eating our stacks of hotcakes seemed to restore some confidence. If we could eat, then things might not be so bad. Henry had calculated the effect; and I should have, because that's my job. The cafeteria noise picked up until it reached normal, and provided a mask for the sound of our voices.
"Look here,” Henry pointed a spoon at me. “Don't you give up. You were on the right track. It still takes unusual people to do unusual things. Don't sit around and sulk just because your unusual people did something unusual. You better get used to that. Remember that."
I stared down into the remaining syrup in the bottom of my plate.
Yes, I would remember. There might be other unusual people sometime in the future, but I could never forget Jennie, Swami, George. Logart was right. Now in remembrance and reflection, they were like children of mine. Children who, in the perfectly normal course of growing up, had been attracted to a fascinating stranger for Logart would always remain a stranger in my inability to comprehend him-to go out into the world, the universe, to make their own way apart from my protection, to build a new kind of life which I could never share.
But they had not taken everything. They'd left me something precious-remembrance, and reflection.
THE END
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