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Going Harvey in the Big House

by Douglas Smith

Aurora Award Finalist

The Builders had made the House generations ago, to shelter the remnants of humanity from the poisons of the Outside. The Inners, the direct descendants of the Builders, now rule the House. The House protects the People, and the Inners protect the House. And Smoothers are the arms and legs of that protection.

Big G is a Smoother, ensuring that the daily activities of the House are not interrupted by “Harveys,” citizens who suffer violent mental breakdowns in the claustrophobic House.

But when Big G discovers a strange photograph of blue and white swirls of nothingness during a Harvey call, it leads him to world within the world he thought he knew—and a world outside it as well.

~~

“I first read this story in a workshop nearly a decade ago. Since then, Doug sold it to a number of different markets and it was a finalist for Canada’s prestigious Aurora Award. Now it’s out in e-book format. I read a lot, as you can tell, and I don’t remember most stories the next day, let alone decades later. The images and the power of the story have stayed with me all this time. That’s one of the strongest recommendations I can give.”

—Kristine Kathryn Rusch, award winning writer and editor

“Hands down, my favourite story … I’ve always been fascinated by the concept of a city that encompasses what we know of the known world. … Smith’s version, the ‘House,’ is well conceived, but as always, it’s his characters that drive the story. Big G is pitch perfect. Every aspect of his personality is just spot on. Though he’s not a completely accessible character, portrayed as being not as intelligent as a more usual protagonist, he is completely there and three-dimensional and his reactions and motivations are plausible. It works! The ending is just right. It couldn’t have been any other way...”

—SF Crowsnest Reviews

“Going Harvey in the Big House” fed into my natural fears, suspicions, and all-round disillusionment with authority. Thereafter, I began an inquiry. I read Orwell’s 1984, Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale, Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451, Zamyatin’s We, Huxley’s Brave New World… “Going Harvey in the Big House” led me to places I thought I’d never be, culminating eventually in sweat-soaked nightmares about a post-apocalyptic world.”

—Cicada
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GOING HARVEY IN THE BIG HOUSE

BIG G’S FIRST thought each wake time was how much he missed his drawer in his old sector of the House. His new cube was too big.

Rubbing his eyes with a beefy hand, he sat up on his sleep shelf, ducking his head needlessly from habit born of years of waking in a drawer. Triggered by his movement, the ceiling tiles glowed to full brightness.

Big G looked around his cube. Dull green walls. A floor covered with a grey coarse carpet. His private in-chute and dis-chute in the opposite wall, with a hidden compartment big enough to make his few personal items seem lonely lying inside. He shook his head. All of this luxury still made him uneasy.

But what bothered him most was the size of the cube. Six and a half feet long, and five feet wide, with a ceiling so far overhead that he had to stand to touch it.

He sighed. Too much space. It wasn’t right.

Sometimes now, he’d wake in sleep time, reach out, and feel nothing. He’d panic then, flinging out his arms and legs, snapping his neck back, only to thump his head and crack his knuckles on the walls beside him.

Falling reflex. That’s what Tapper, his partner, called it. From when our ancestors built the House generations ago to shelter us from the poisons of the Outside. The Builders would fall sometimes, Tapper said, and they’d throw out their arms and legs, trying to catch a girder or a beam to save themselves.

Tapper used to work in Archives, so he had lots of stories of Outside and the Builders and the House. Big G didn’t know about those things. He just knew his new cube made him nervous.

But the Inners had made him a Smoother, and the Inners were the direct descendants of the Builders. The House protects the People, and the Inners protect the House. And Smoothers were the arms and legs of that protection. Smoothers needed to be respected and feared, so the Inners gave them cubes. Big cubes.

His ID chip pulsed in his head, signalling an incoming call. Grabbing his specs from where they hung above his sleep shelf, he slipped them over his eyes. The word “Dispatch” flashed in red on the left lens. He touched a finger—the one with his Smoother chip imbedded in the tip—to a stud on the temple of the specs.

“Yeah?” he answered, sounding groggy even to himself.

“What ‘yeah’?” snapped the voice in his ear. It was Marker. Marker was an asshole, even for Dispatch.

Big G bit back a retort, glad that ID chips could only transmit basic biometrics, and not thoughts. Still, it wouldn’t do for his readings to show him getting angry. He swallowed hard. “I mean, Smoother on shift, sir.”

“Better be. Got a Harvey for you and Tapper. Here’re the cords.” The coordinates for the Harvey’s location in the House flashed on his lens as they stored themselves in his specs: Sector E7-S8, Block D32-W26-S33, Cube U19-N7-W28.

The com light winked out as Marker ended the call without another word. Big G sighed. He’d pissed off a Dispatcher. “Got off on the wrong floor with ’im,” Tapper would say. Plus he’d been stuck with a Harvey. Great start to the shift.

Beside his sleep shelf stood the flush. Despite protests from his bladder, he just stared at the facility with distaste. His own flush. Before, he’d shared one with his whole block, lining up to use it or to dump his bag. He even missed the smell. Now he only had to bag up for time outside his cube.

Tossing the specs back onto their hook, Big G got up to use the flush. The sleep shelf folded up into the wall, making the room seem even larger.

A soft “hiss-plop” signalled his tube of glop arriving in his in-chute, prompted by his use of the flush. He squeezed the glop into his mouth, enjoying its familiar chalky taste. After his promotion, he’d tried other flavours available to Smoothers, but had quickly gone back to the standard citizen issue.

Glop should taste like glop, he’d told Tapper. Tapper had laughed. “Think it’s standard issue? The citizens get No-aggra in their glop. We don’t. The Inners want us aggressive,” he’d said. “And happy,” he’d added, making a gesture at his crotch.

Big G finished his tube and dropped it into the dis-chute, reminding himself to request a conjugal visit for his next off-shift. Another benefit of being a Smoother.

After wiping depil cream on and off his face and head, he took a quick buzz bath, passing the electrostatic wand over himself. He bagged up and shrugged into his red one-piece. Yeah, his cube was too big, but he still grinned when he put on his reds. Red said Smoother. Red said, “Don’t mess with me.”

He retrieved his specs and stepped onto the flow disk in front of his door. Calling up the Harvey’s cords on his specs, he spoke the “Go” command. As the disk received the destination from the specs, the door to his cube “shooshed” open, and the smells and sounds of the House assailed him.

~~

A RHYTHMIC PULSE on her chip awakened Laryn. One slow, two fast. She sat up on her sleep shelf, fully alert. Her illegal trojan programs were warning her of a status change for one of her people. Brushing long dark hair out of her eyes with thin fingers, Laryn donned her specs and spoke the display command.

And swore. Another recent recruit for the Movement had gone Harvey. A Smoother team was already on its way.

After ensuring that her trojans had given the call to the right team, she flagged the file for tracking. She would watch the progress of this one until she went on-shift in an hour.

Laryn sat back, biting her lip, no longer able to ignore the pattern. This Harvey pushed the regression rate in new recruits to over thirty percent. Has humanity lost so much, she thought? Is it already too late for us?

Or were the Movement’s selection criteria flawed? Laryn herself had programmed the trojan that searched for recruits. The trojan constantly scanned the terabytes of data on citizens flowing through the House, searching for a specific mix of intellect, initiative, and motivation, expressed via complex psychological patterning algorithms. She’d based her trojan on software her fellow Inners used to find their own new initiates.

And she was living proof of the flaws in that process.

The citizens believed the Inners to be direct descendants of the Builders themselves, believing it because the Inners told them to. But the family social structure that could have supported that myth had died soon after the birth of the House.

In reality, the Inners chose who would enter their circle, selecting candidates at a young age after careful screening and then subjecting them to intensive indoctrination.

Not for the first time, Laryn wondered how she’d slipped through. How she had become an Inner. If the Inners can choose so badly, then so can we, she thought. Are we doomed already?

To restore her resolve, she opened a hidden compartment and removed the object that had become her touchstone. She sat back on her sleep shelf, telling herself yet again that she held in her hand the power to free the people.

The object she held was simple enough: an image of a thing, a thing her fellow Inners told the people no longer existed.

In her hand, she held the truth.

Staring at the image, Laryn realized that perhaps the Inners had not erred in choosing her those twenty years ago.

They’d chosen her to be a leader.

And a leader she would be.

She imagined again that she could see it all happen. In her mind, cracks appeared in the walls, in all the thousands, millions, billions of walls of the House. Next, the ceilings began to sag under the weight of the truth they hid, struggling not to fall, straining not to reveal the thing waiting above.

But she knew they would fall. They would all fall. The House would fall.

As the people rose up.

~~

IN THE HALL outside Big G’s open door, a river of humanity flowed by him in both directions at a steady twenty miles per hour. Each person stood on their own flow disk, each disk moving over the magnetic flow fields below, programmed for a wake or sleep time destination.

Big G’s cube sat on the east side of an EW-hall. The hall, like most in the House, was twelve feet across with two main central flows running in opposite directions. On each side, short merge paths led from the cube doors lining the hall to the central flow for that side.

Before he was a Smoother, Big G had been in Flow, assigned to Block U7-W23-N14, Sector W3-S8. He’d been in Flow since being certified Clean—no retro traits—at nine calendars of age. But Big G had grown, into his name and out of a job. He could no longer squeeze his bulk through the access doors in the floors and along the maintenance tunnels that ran two feet high below the flow tracks that moved the citizens through the House.

As Big G’s flow disk accelerated smoothly forward from his doorway into the merge path, he weight-shifted by habit, not even holding the balance bar that formed a half-circle at waist height. The east-flow adjusted, creating a space between two white-garbed Techs into which Big G’s disk slipped with no noticeable change in speed for the other east-side travellers. Big G thought of his years in Flow and felt a stab of pride at his small part in how the House worked, how the Flow kept flowing, moving the people to where they had to be.

The ever-present buzz-hum of the Flow that was the song of the House washed over him. He breathed in the people smells he missed in his new cube, thick and pungent, and tinged here with a sting of ozone. He watched the travellers passing in the west-flow, mostly white Techs and blue Makers in this sector, some grey Crats
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