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  Chapter 1


  Aardvark


  Outside the bedroom window rain dripped steadily from the tall Douglas firs. Isobel Dempster did not have to raise the blind and look out to know what kind of a day it was. It was wet. It was the first day of June, when the whole world should be bright and sunny, but not the Skagit Valley in the state of Washington. Here it was wet. It was wet here yesterday and would be wet tomorrow, and barring some miracle it would be wet next week too.


  Isobel rolled over in bed to look at her husband. Noel Dempster—research chemist, fifty years old, hair mostly gone, teeth bad, face now empty in sleep. When she married Noel twenty-five years ago Isobel had thought surely by now he would have an important position somewhere in industry. Southern California, maybe. And they would live in a nice split-level ranch house with a pool and two cars and lots of nice neighbors to have barbecues with and play cards with in the evenings. Certainly, she never expected that after a quarter century Noel would still be working in a government lab and be stuck in a God-forsaken hole like the Skagit Valley on some damn fool program called, of all things, the Aardvark Project.


  With a little grunt of complaint Isobel swung her legs out of the bed and stood up, smoothing the nightdress down over her knees. Might as well go on out to the miserable little kitchen they provided with the housing here and get some coffee going. It was a little after nine, and Noel was allowed to sleep in this morning since he had worked late last night, a Sunday. Instead of being here keeping her company, he was working at the lab with that Orrin Wheeler who thought he was better than everybody else, and that top-heavy Eleanor Miles.


  Idly, Isobel wondered if there were anything going on between Noel and the Miles woman. She dismissed the thought as soon as she conjured a mental picture of her husband’s sagging body. Their own sex life had dried up years ago, and she simply could not imagine Noel in bed with anybody else.


  The curved chrome finish of the coffee maker gave back a distorted reflection of Isobel’s face. It looked even longer and bonier than in real life—hair stringy and lifeless, skin the color of dough. Well, how could a person be expected to get any color up here where the sun only shined one day a month, or so it seemed.


  Isobel clattered around with the kitchen utensils, not caring a bit whether she woke Noel a few minutes earlier than she had to. She saw no reason why he should lie warm and toasty in bed just because he had volunteered for an extra night’s work that he wouldn’t even get paid for. Heaven knew they could use some extra money too. The eight-year-old car was an embarrassment on the few occasions that they drove into Seattle. And Isobel could certainly use some new clothes. That little snip of a daughter of Orrin Wheeler dressed better than she did. The trouble with Noel was he didn’t know how to get ahead. He should get friendly with Ted McCall and the other bigwigs here at Aardvark, and forget that do-gooder crowd from Seattle that he wasted so much time with.


  Might as well go and get him up.


  Isobel scuffed down the short hallway to the bedroom and went in. Noel lay there as she had left him, flat on his back with his mouth open. He had slept restlessly after slipping carefully under the covers next to her, but now he looked dead to the world.


  “Come on, time to get up,” she said.


  Noel Dempster stirred slightly and made a gargling sound, but that was all.


  “Rise and shine, sleeping beauty, I’ve got the coffee going.”


  This sluggishness was not at all like Noel. Usually he bounced out of bed oppressively full of nervous energy. Isobel walked closer to the bed and looked down at her husband.


  Slowly Noel Dempster’s eyes opened. He stared at Isobel with no sign of recognition, then his gaze drifted toward the window where a wet evergreen bough swashed against the glass. Something was wrong with his face.


  “Noel,” Isobel called, hearing her voice go higher. “Noel! What is it? What’s the matter?”


  He rolled his head back and looked up at her. With an obvious effort he worked his jaw and tongue. In the voice of an idiot child he said “mat…ter…” in a labored repetition of his wife’s last word.


  Isobel pressed both hands to her thin lips. Noel’s head lolled back and forth on the pillow, wide eyes staring stupidly at his surroundings. His face was slack and empty of all emotion and intelligence. He looked back at Isobel with only the faintest sign of interest when she began to scream.


  Los Angeles


  Although June is not usually the best month in southern California, this one arrived on a day of bright blue, swept free of smog by a brisk north wind. Colin Garrett paused for a moment to enjoy it before entering the cinder block building that housed the corporate offices of Western Industries. Garrett was an even six feet tall; a slim, loosely put together man of thirty with unruly brown hair and a slight squint to his hazel eyes.


  He pulled at the unaccustomed necktie, anxious that the meeting be over so he could have the rest of the day to himself. Garrett knew it could be over, the company’s problem solved, in ten minutes, but he had learned that VIPs did not accept solutions that looked that easy.


  With a sigh, Garrett pushed open the heavy glass door and walked into the carpeted reception room where soft recorded music washed over him like a tepid surf. An air freshener had removed all trace of humanity from the atmosphere. The lacquered girl at the desk checked his identification, smiled professionally, and summoned a second lacquered girl to escort him to the executive conference room.


  Garrett shook hands all around with the Upper Management of W-I and took his seat at the oval-shaped ebony table. In front of each man was a yellow legal pad, felt-tip pens in red and black, a carafe of ice water, and a ceramic ashtray bearing the company logo. It looked, Garrett thought, as though they were prepared for a long session. He stole a glance at his wristwatch. He would give them two hours to argue and discuss before he gave them his solution. That way the executives could go off to their early lunches, satisfied that they had contributed.


  The president of W-I began to speak. “As you remember, Mr. Garrett, we touched on the main problem areas last Friday so you would have a chance to think about them over the weekend. I’ll just recap now for the gentlemen who were not at that meeting, and we’ll go into a bit more detail.”


  As the president’s voice droned on in a school-teacherish tone, Garrett fixed an alert expression on his face and let his mind drift. His early childhood, it seemed, had been peopled entirely by school teachers. This was not surprising, since his father had been a professor of English at an expensive eastern college, and his mother held a Ph.D. in biological sciences.


  His parents’ plans for Colin had begun well before his birth. Even before his conception. Everything about their lives, from the nutritional balance of their diets to their choice of personal associations, was selected with a single goal in mind—to produce a genius child.


  And they succeeded. Beyond their fondest hopes they succeeded. Colin was reading before he was two, arguing logic before he was three, writing sonnets at four. The best minds from his father’s college made themselves available to tutor the young phenomenon. The standard tests for intelligence did not measure high enough to rate Colin on their scales.


  So excited were Colin’s parents about his intellectual feats that they were slow in recognizing the physical changes in the boy. The most noticeable of these was in his eyes. Whenever Colin concentrated on some particularly difficult problem his irises, normally a deep hazel, lightened steadily to a bright emerald green, and seemed to glow with an inner fire.


  Seeing this, his parents began to pay more attention to Colin’s physical condition, something they had neglected in their eagerness to feed his brain. From then on the boy’s vital signs were monitored regularly, and it was discovered that during periods of intense mental activity his breathing and pulse rate increased dramatically as the brain demanded more oxygen. And more alarming, during these periods Colin’s body temperature rose as much as six degrees. The Garretts’ family physician, a solid, sensible man who was not impressed by IQs, told them bluntly that if too much of a load were placed on their son’s brain he would quite literally burn himself out. He would die.


  Colin’s mother wanted to stop immediately the intensified teaching program. A dead genius, she said, is worth nothing. His father too was shaken to learn the price Colin’s brain demanded from his body, but he felt it would be criminal not to develop fully the boy’s gift. Together with his wife and the doctor, Colin’s father worked out a revised program that would lessen the strain on the boy’s metabolism. Colin’s mother agreed to this, but she still felt a stab of guilt whenever the green glowed in her son’s eyes and his face flushed with the fever.


  With the carefully monitored intellectual program and the constant attendance by physicians, the first nine years of Colin Garrett’s life were spent in virtual isolation from the outside world. Everything possible was done to avoid disrupting influences.


  Whenever word of the young genius would attract curious promoters or representatives of the media, Colin’s parents would firmly reject any and all propositions that smacked of exploitation. However, visiting scholars from all over the world were welcome as the boy absorbed and distilled knowledge at a prodigious rate.


  Throughout this period Colin was aware, of course, that his life style was somehow exceptional, but he had nothing with which to compare it. His contact with children his own age was nil as he lived in a world of adults and books. His parents were ecstatic as there seemed to be no limit to Colin’s mental capabilities, and now that they were careful not to overload his brain, the boy’s physical health improved. They decided that on his tenth birthday they would introduce Colin to the world. They saw a new Golden Age built around their son, the discoveries he would make, the problems he would solve….


  “…And that, gentlemen, about sums up our problem,” the president of Western Industries concluded. “Mr. Garrett here has an excellent record as a management consultant, and since we frankly haven’t been able to set our own house in order, I’ve called him in. Is there anything you would like to say now, Mr. Garrett?”


  “Well, yes, if I may use the blackboard I’d like to outline what I think may lead to a possible solution.” Those weasel-words, I think, and may lead, and possible rolled easily off his tongue. Garrett knew full well he had the plan ready in his briefcase that would save Western Industries more than a million dollars a year. He also knew how he must deal with these men. His training in psychology and his insight into human nature enabled Garrett to read them like a face-up poker hand. He could save their company, but if he made these men look foolish in the process they would reject anything he had to say.


  At the blackboard Garrett quickly chalked in an organizational chart, added a simple flow diagram, and wrote down a couple of dollar figures, which he circled for emphasis. “In bare bones form,” he said, “this is the route I suggest you take.”


  For a full thirty seconds there was silence in the conference room as the executives studied Garrett’s notations. Finally the president cleared his throat and spoke.


  “Mr. Garrett, your proposal would eliminate one entire level of middle management straight across the board.”


  “Essentially, that is my suggestion,” Garrett said.


  A period of discussion followed in which Garrett took no part. With some amusement he picked out which of the assembled executives saw their empires being cut away and which saw an opportunity to scramble higher on the corporate ladder. Opinions, though expressed in firm, resonant voices, were guarded until the president let them know how he stood.


  “Young man,” he said at last, “it looks to me like you’ve put us on the right track.”


  With this came a general nodding of heads and mutterings of agreement.


  “Of course, there will be a good many details to work out,” the president continued, “and I’ll have to sell it to the board of directors, but right now I’d have to say you’ve earned your fee.”


  Garrett opened his briefcase and withdrew a thick folder. “I have a few charts here and some statistics that might help you with the board, as well as a proposal for putting the plan into action over the next three months. If there’s any further way I can be of service, feel free to call on me.”


  He walked back out of the building into the spring morning, having earned $20,000 with a few hours of work over the weekend and the right kind of presentation today. Garrett was sure that within a week he would get a job offer from Western Industries at any salary he asked. He would turn it down, as he had all the others. A full-time job toying with these simple problems that other men worried so much about would bore him into a coma. Garrett smiled at a secretary hurrying in late for work, and headed for the parking lot.


  Aardvark


  Cassie Wheeler sneezed once, twice, three times in succession. She peered at her red-nosed, watery-eyed image in the bathroom mirror. Damn this cold, anyway. Staying home from school was such a bummer at the Aardvark Project, with absolutely nothing happening during the day to interest a teenager. In the evenings or on weekends you could find a party or a volleyball game in the tiny gym, or something, anyway. On weekdays, forget it. All the kids had taken the twenty-mile bus ride into Sedro Woolley to school, and the only people around the living quarters were the dumb housewife types who watched TV soap operas and made macaroni casseroles.


  She wished Daddy could stay home all day today. They could play word games or read plays aloud as they sometimes did, or maybe just talk. Daddy could be a lot of fun when he wasn’t all wrapped up in his job. Maybe she would ask him about taking the day off. He should have it coming after working so late last night, a Sunday on top of it.


  Cassie swallowed a cold capsule and sneezed again. Before she and her father had moved to Aardvark a sick day off from school could be a treat. There was always something to do when they lived in St. Louis. Up here it took a real cold at least to keep her home.


  Not that Cassie was complaining. She had a pretty good life. And Daddy’s work was important. She didn’t know exactly what his job was, but it had something to do with ecology, and that’s where it was at these days. And they wouldn’t be at Aardvark forever. As a government scientist Orrin Wheeler moved around from one project to another. If they were lucky the next one might take them to Florida or some other fantastic place.


  Cassie cocked her head to listen to an odd shuffling sound outside the bathroom door. For a moment she couldn’t identify the noise, then knew it must be her father.


  “I’ll be out in a second, Daddy,” she called through the door. She blew her nose on a tissue, flushed the tissue down the toilet, and opened the door.


  The figure moving toward her from the big bedroom was certainly her father, but, Jesus, what was wrong with him?


  Orrin Wheeler’s mouth hung open as though the jaw muscles had been severed. A silver thread of spittle hung from his lower lip. His eyes, empty of comprehension, seemed to be trying to focus on his daughter. The shambling gait of this creature was in no way like the vigorous stride of Orrin Wheeler.


  Cassie recoiled, pressing her back against the wall.


  “Daddy…? Daddy, what’s happened to you?”


  A wordless moan issued from the open mouth of Orrin Wheeler. He continued to shuffle toward Cassie, arms dangling uselessly at his sides.


  Gathering her courage, Cassie dashed past the blank-eyed figure and out the front door. She ran screaming into the rain.


  Los Angeles


  Cohn Garrett drove north on the Hollywood Freeway half listening to a glib disk jockey on the car radio. Garrett always played the radio when he drove. It didn’t matter what was on, just anything to divert him. He guessed he would never, if he lived another hundred years, feel easy again in an automobile. Not since that rain-blasted night on the highway in Massachusetts twenty-one years ago.


  Colin had been lying comfortably in the back seat of the family Buick, not quite asleep and not quite awake. His father was driving, his mother sitting close to him up in front. They had been in the middle of a long weekend in Vermont when the weather turned bad. The three of them had agreed that they would rather sleep in their own beds at home than in some storm-rattled motel.


  They had only fifteen miles to go when the pickup truck swerved across the highway in front of them. Colin’s father had stomped the brake pedal and the Buick spun crazily in a full circle before smashing head-on into the pickup.


  Colin’s memories of what happened after the collision were a jumble of lights, rain, sirens, and voices. Lying in the back, he had suffered only a mild concussion. His father had died instantly when the steering column crushed his chest. Colin’s mother lived thirty-six more hours before internal bleeding killed her. The high school boy driving the pickup was not injured.


  For a while there was talk among the faculty at the college where Colin’s father had taught about raising the orphaned genius themselves as an academic project. But like so many proposed academic projects, nothing came of it. Without the guiding force of his parents Colin became, as far as most people knew, just one more very bright child. Colin, of course, knew he was more than that, but he had no practical knowledge to tell him what to do about it. He was, after all, only nine years old.


  The boy was adopted by his mother’s sister and her husband, who lived in Boston. Childless themselves, they were good, honest people, and they loved Colin as their son, but they frankly had no interest in the intellectual life. Colin’s aunt liked to bake sheets of cookies and to play canasta. His uncle, a real estate broker, went to all the Red Sox home games and hoped Colin might develop into an athlete.


  Colin entered public school in Boston. There he first astounded, then irritated, his teachers and the other children by his amazing intellectual feats. School officials talked to Colin’s uncle about putting the boy into a special learning atmosphere, but the uncle declined, saying he wanted Colin to grow up as a real human being, not a pampered egghead.


  Young Colin understood why his teachers did not like him. He was smarter than they were. The hostility of the other children hurt him more. They made fun of the way his eyes glowed green as he skimmed through a test that took them an hour. They tagged him with the nickname “Big Brain,” and that pained him most of all. At night, alone in his room, the smartest boy in the world wept childish tears.


  It was during one of those desolate nights that Colin learned the trick that was to preserve his sanity, even save his life. He lay there in the dark, staring at the ceiling, postulating and solving almost simultaneously complex problems of logic. His eyes blazed with green fire as the fever ate at him. The blood racing through his veins roared in his ears. In that moment Colin knew that if he could not regulate the vast power of his brain, it would consume him. Mentally he posed another problem, but this time he concentrated his will on deactivating certain brain cells that supplied an essential part of the answer. To his astonishment, it took him longer than it should have to solve the problem. It was like disconnecting one tiny but essential circuit in a huge computer.


  Experimenting, Colin shut down first one, then another of his mental circuits. The answer to the problem soon escaped him, then the problem itself. The unnatural glow faded from his eyes. His heartbeat and breathing slowed to normal, and the fever abated. For the first time in his short life Colin Garrett was thinking on the level of other people.


  Carefully, he began building up the power of his brain once more, reconnecting the circuits. He gradually increased the output until the original complex problem was restated in his mind, and the solution again appeared quickly and clearly.


  With practice Colin was able to adjust his mental powers up and down at will, maintaining any operating level he desired. He chose to stay at a point of high intelligence, yet well below the full capability of his brain. This way he could live normally among his peers and not suffer the debilitating physical side effects.


  Once he had learned the secret of control, it would be many years before Colin Garrett again opened up all the circuits of his unique mind…many years before he would again be called Big Brain.


  Aardvark


  Monday morning brunch in a government cafeteria was not Brian Kittrick’s favorite kind of a date, but with Eleanor Miles working all weekend, including Sunday night, it was the best he could do. Eleanor was one of the few people on the Aardvark project who spoke civilly to him, and Kittrick wanted to keep her on his side as long as possible. About the rest of them…tough luck. As a freelance journalist, getting under people’s skin was part of his job. If he’d wanted to be buddies with everybody he would have been a p.r. man.


  Something about this Aardvark Project didn’t smell right to Kittrick. A whole lot of taxpayers’ dollars were being spent here, ostensibly to develop a method for turning barren land fertile. A noble enterprise, if that’s what was really going on. Kittrick had his doubts. He had recognized too many Washington faces from government departments that had nothing to do with soil reclamation.


  Now he paused in front of Eleanor’s small apartment and appraised himself in the glass panel of the door. Not Hollywood handsome, maybe, but far from homely. His blond hair was a little long for Skagit Valley standards, but Kittrick couldn’t care less. His features were sharp and questioning. Men got itchy when he was around, feeling that he read the thoughts behind their words. Women often found themselves attracted by the hint of cruelty in his mouth.


  Eleanor Miles would win no beauty prizes, but she was the best available up here. Kittrick had taken her into Seattle on dates, always professing to care little about her job at Aardvark. Yet somehow Eleanor often found herself talking more than she meant to about what went on in the laboratories.


  Kittrick punched the door buzzer and waited. No response. He buzzed again and checked his watch to be sure he was on time. He was. Eleanor was always ready and waiting when he called. A prickling between his shoulder blades told Kittrick something was wrong on the other side of the door.


  He used his key and walked in.


  “Eleanor,” he called. “Are you here?”


  A sound that was not quite a human voice came from the bedroom. Kittrick began to sweat. He walked to the bedroom door, opened it, and saw Eleanor Miles.


  She sat in the center of the floor with her shorty nightgown hiked up to her waist. Her legs stuck out in front of her in a pale “V.” From her slack mouth came the part-animal, part-human crooning he had heard from the other room. As Kittrick watched, Eleanor’s face twisted into a dreadful mindless parody of a smile. He spun away from the sight of her and stumbled back into the living room for the telephone.


  Los Angeles


  Garrett climbed the outside stairway and let himself into his North Hollywood apartment. Not twenty-four hours had passed since he had seen Fran Albright, and he missed her already. Fran would be in San Francisco the rest of the week giving a presentation for her ad agency. Garrett toyed with the idea of flying up there to see her tonight, but decided she would probably be busy revising her copy.


  He was in a restless mood. On his desk lay a sheaf of bids for his consultant services, but he was in no hurry to take on another job. The money was unimportant to Garrett, as long as he had enough to live comfortably.


  For the most part, life had been easy for Garrett since he learned to switch his intellect on and off as needed. Though he had stayed at the top of his class in public school, he was no longer considered a mental freak. In a few months the name “Big Brain” was forgotten as his classmates found other targets. Colin even took a shot at athletics, mostly to please his uncle. His coordination wasn’t good enough to take him very far, but as a high school senior he got just enough playing time to win a letter in basketball. His uncle was prouder of that letter than of the fact that Colin was class valedictorian.


  He sailed through four years of college, using just enough of his brain power to stay on the dean’s list. To get his Ph.D. in psychology, Colin had to open a few more circuits, but only a few.


  When he left graduate school Colin found himself at loose ends. The world of Academia did not appeal to him, and he had given no thought to a career. One day in July, to the surprise of everyone who knew him, Colin walked into a recruiting office and joined the Army.


  Operating at a fraction of his mental capability, Colin breezed through OCS and settled down in an inconspicuous staff position as a second lieutenant during one of those Southeast Asia exercises that seemed destined to last forever. In Colin’s third year in the Army, the brigadier general to whom he was assigned flew with his staff to the capital of our Asian allies of the moment to straighten out a foul-up in communications.


  Three months of watching the brigadier’s blunders and seeing the problem grow steadily worse was all Garrett could take. One afternoon he introduced himself to the commanding general, and in thirty minutes showed him clearly and concisely not only how to straighten out the communication snarls, but how to wrap up the whole stupid mini-war and get everybody out with honor on all sides.


  As recent history shows, Garrett’s plan was not put into effect. Nevertheless, the commanding general was sufficiently impressed by the lieutenant’s brilliance to wire the Pentagon about him. Within a week Garrett was on a plane bound for Washington.


  To say they gave him


  

  

  

  

  

  
OEBPS/Images/CoverDesign.jpg
THE

1 THE ARRDVARK AFFAIR—__

A
ot e
2 . 3 ~ i i i - = 4
- . / v - 5
= - m-





OEBPS/Images/image0.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image1.jpg





