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Enter the SF Gateway . . .


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.




INTRODUCTION


Although it could hardly be said to exist at that time, ‘Reality TV’ became a talking-point and cause for concern in 1974, following the broadcast of An American Family, a fly-on-the-wall documentary series which aimed to capture the truth of real people’s lives and relationships by focusing on the Loud family of California. It was just one series, but it seemed a portent of the future, when there would be cameras everywhere turning ordinary people into celebrities and serving up their problems, conflicts and emotions as entertainment for the masses.


I was a television critic as well as a science fiction writer in the 1970s, and remember that even though An American Family had few imitators (in Britain there was The Family a year later) – partly because it was a slow, expensive, labour-intensive way of making programmes with the technology of the day – the series had a powerful effect on the popular imagination. It led to arguments and discussions about the influence of the camera – and implied audience – as catalyst rather than a passive recorder; as something that created the very drama it was meant to be observing, by inspiring people to perform. If they weren’t being watched, would Pat have demanded a divorce from her husband of twenty-plus years? Would their son Lance have come out in public as gay? Critics and commentators wondered about the alienating effect of lives played out on screens, about exploitation, about the truth of this so-called ‘reality’. Privacy and relationships were being destroyed and the pain of real people turned into popular entertainment – to sell more products (in fact, An American Family aired on PBS, a non-commercial network. But we thought we could see the way the wind was blowing).


D.G. Compton’s novel, first published in 1974, was part of the Zeitgeist, possibly even ahead of the curve. In the US, The Continuous Katherine Mortenhoe was published under the simpler, more sinister title The Unsleeping Eye. The eye in question is that of Roddie, a visual journalist so convinced by his own ability to capture the truth on film that he’s had his eyes replaced by cameras, enabling him to get up close and personal without his subjects realising he sees things they might rather hide.


Roddie has been hired by NTV to shoot the latest edition of a documentary series called Human Destiny which follows the experiences of people confronting the ends of their lives, with the high-sounding aim of ‘total truthfulness about the human condition’. In this near-future Britain, developments in medical science mean that almost no one dies of anything but extreme old age (unless they are hit by a car), and as a result the public is ‘pain-starved’. People’s need for some sort of regular psychic jolt has made Human Destiny the highest-rated programme on television. Stricter privacy laws also mean that the TV companies and newspapers find it hard to exploit the pain of others without buying their consent.


But Compton’s real interest here is not issues of privacy, or the future of the media, or whether watching TV is bad for you (although he has his viewpoint character say, ‘Certainly human behaviour had changed since the coming of TV behaviour’), but rather with the eternal question of how we are to live, how to be true to ourselves, whatever happens.


Katherine Mortenhoe knows she will soon die; the problem she faces is how to make the best use of her final weeks. What matters the most to her? Roddie is determined to find out. At first, his interest is only professional curiosity and their relationship is one of mutual deception, but that changes, along with Roddie’s realisation that it is not enough to present unmediated images and call it truth: it’s the mind behind the eye that gives meaning. He must, as urgently as Katherine, make a decision about what really matters.


There was no Internet in 1974; no Twitter or YouTube or Facebook; video cameras were large and bulky objects, and even the cheapest films were expensive to make and distribute. Today’s reality, when almost any college student can make a video in his own room, with no budget, and display it to a world-wide audience within minutes for no financial reward, was a development I don’t think anyone could have imagined back then.


But questions about how to live a meaningful life have not gone away, and will never be satisfied by changes or improvements in technology. The story Compton tells is a bleak one (although enlivened by his sharp observational humour), yet, in the end, unexpectedly conveys a message of hope. Love and honesty matter more than money or fame, and redemption is in our own hands, whatever they try to tell you on TV.


Lisa Tuttle
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Tuesday


Katherine Mortenhoe . . . So now I had a name to work on, and a case history. I also had NTV’s background report. The last two would be of little help. The facts in the case history and the background report – chopped arbitrarily, like photographs, out of continuous time for the neatest of reasons – were therefore untrue. Untrue, that is, in the largest sense.


The name was more useful. Mortenhoe being the surname of her first husband retained into her second marriage and preferred for some reason to her maiden name, it must at least be indicative of something. . . . Affection for Gerald Mortenhoe, perhaps? Or for the state of being Mrs Mortenhoe, of having been Mrs Mortenhoe? Or possibly simply indicative of a need to be polysyllabic. Her second husband’s name was far duller.


I was picky over the name because it was all I had to go on, all I had that was continuous and entirely hers. I had this thing about continuity, you see, having long ago decided that people were only true when they were continuous. As an attitude, an approach to my job as a reporter, it had done me very well. It had got me where I was at that moment. Also it was a game that filled in the time nicely until the arrival in the flesh of the only true, continuous Katherine Mortenhoe.


It will be noticed that I was at that time very much concerned with what I saw as the truth.


I had read the case history and the background report over coffee in the NTV canteen. The facts in them, partial though they were, had aroused in me a compassion that regrettably my more recent thinking about the name was rapidly dissipating. I was coming down in favor of the need to be polysyllabic, and that sort of status-seeking bored me. Now I sat with Vincent and waited for the only true Katherine Mortenhoe to appear on the other side of the one-way mirror. I don’t remember that I asked him his opinion of the matter. I had prejudices enough for both of us.


Monkeys seldom sit. Likewise, only even less so, bare-assed Homo sapiens, man in the Garden, man before the Fall. His rump just isn’t that tough. So it might be said that the ease with which today we park our bald and flaccid bums at the slightest excuse represents the finest flower of our civilization. Be that as it may, at that time whenever I sat and became aware that I sat I felt squalid. I felt lax, despicably passive, as if my ass were some gigantic parasitic sucker clapped onto the rest of creation. I would fidget. I would lift apologetically first one side and then the other, proving it wasn’t really so. I would fancy I could hear the plop.


‘Nervous?’ said Vincent, smiling his smile.


Since I had in fact been thinking entirely about the name Mortenhoe and what it might signify, the shifting had to be a neurotic reflex. I settled both cheeks firmly to suck.


‘I just hope I’m not going to hate her,’ I said.


‘I never mind a bit of involvement. You know that.’ Vincent liked his interviewers taking a positive attitude. It made for brighter viewing. But the program we were planning this time was rather different. If the thing went according to plan, and Vincent’s things always did, I was going to be sitting on Katherine Mortenhoe for the next six weeks.


‘I’d rather like her,’ I said. ‘For both our sakes.’


And that was how I really thought of it – sitting on her, I mean. Which shows just how subliminal you can get. Vincent lit a cigar. It was put about that he had them custom-rolled for him. Put about by whom, I wondered.


‘Just so long as you steer clear of the mush,’ he said.


He was joking, of course. They wouldn’t have spent that much money on a mush-merchant . . . I remember looking up at the monitor in the corner above the one-way mirror, and finding it still disturbing that I shouldn’t see in it the face I had seen in lash-up studio monitors from Nova Zembla to Bangkok. The face, eyes off camera, that was my external measure of self. For what it was worth: faces too were pretty horrible things if you really looked at them. But there, still disturbing me, in the monitor in the corner above the one-way mirror was a picture of the monitor in the corner above the one-way mirror. And in that, a picture of the monitor in the corner above the one-way mirror. And in that . . . But where, in all that mirror trickery down to infinity, down to the smallest significant pattern the tube’s 605 lines could produce, where in all that was I?


Idiotically, I tried looking away, and then back again quickly, as if I could catch it out. I knew it was idiotic, but I tried. The image naturally (unnaturally) remained the same. In the monitor above the one-way mirror, the monitor above the one-way mirror. I closed my eyes. My eyes.


When I opened them again I looked instead through the mirror into the office beyond. Dr Mason had his ball-point upright on the desk in front of him. He slid his thumb and forefinger down it, then turned it the other way up and slid his thumb and forefinger down it again. If I concentrated on my peripheral vision I could just make out the monitor image of Dr Mason as he turned his ball-point the other way up and slid his thumb and forefinger down it again.


Image-framing, they called it. Fiendishly clever, these Micro-Electro-Neurologists, MEN for short. Which, if you’ve ever met one, is one of my better jokes.


‘Headache?’ said Vincent.


I didn’t envy Dr Mason his first bite at Katherine Mortenhoe. With what he had to tell her, and bearing in mind her previous case history, he could expect flailing and wailing. Suffering nobly born would bring out the best in me, and I’d willingly hold out a (professional) hand in its direction. But suffering wallowed in, suffering without dignity – in short, flailing and wailing – would shut me right off. It was like an animal’s – except that animals you are allowed to put down.


‘Are you still getting those headaches?’ Vincent said, a little louder, frowning his frown.


I’d had more than enough of people asking me about my headaches, about the tingling in my extremities, about my nasal passages, about the frequency of my bowel movements. If I’d listened to them I’d have walked around the last three months with one finger on my pulse and the other up my rectum. And made half-hourly reports on what I discovered.


So, ‘Only when I laugh,’ I said, but not sharply. Vincent was my Program Controller.


The mirror must have been thinner than it should have been: Dr Mason cocked his head on one side and winced. As if he were the one with the bloody headache.


Vincent nudged me. ‘She’ll be on her way up now,’ he said. It was a ventriloquial trick, the words reaching precisely to me and not a centimeter farther, while his lips barely moved and his eyes were fixed on the far corner of the room, a trick learned at cocktail parties and official executions.


I turned to him and said, loudly, ‘I thought this mirror was supposed to be soundproof.’


Dr Mason looked sideways in my direction, not at my eyes as he would have done if he could have seen me, but farther down, somewhere around the knot in my tie. He shook his head reprovingly and I’m afraid I put my tongue out. Vincent pretended it all wasn’t happening. Dr Mason went back to his ball-point, sliding his thumb and forefinger down it and turning it the other way up.


‘It would have been marvelous,’ Vincent said, invisibly, ‘to have been able to use this. We tried a reconstruction once, you know. But it doesn’t work.’


‘I know.’


‘It wasn’t that it lacked spontaneity. And the chap was most cooperative. He seemed genuinely to be reliving it. The agony, you know.’


‘I know.’


‘But we couldn’t use it. We knocked it around the office a bit, and then said no. Use just one reconstruction and you’ve lost. Lost credibility.’


If I’d said ‘I know’ just once more I’d have been pushing it. Taking advantage of my position. A man, a sensitive man, who is fire-proof in an organization has an obligation to be mannerly . . . They could see to it that I never worked again, of course, but it wouldn’t get them much of a return on their investment. And they’d never get the insurance company to pay up the fifty thousand they had on me. On the reliable, sensitive me.


‘It’s a pity,’ I said instead, ‘that there isn’t some way of signing subjects up in advance. Telling them some story, just to get their names on a bit of paper. Then we could use it right from kickoff.’


‘Now you’re suggesting that we mislead the public.’


We both laughed, neither of us – at that time – with the slightest shade of irony. The idea was preposterous. Even if we’d wanted to, which I at least, with my concern for the truth didn’t, even if we’d wanted to the idea was still preposterous. The Civil Liberties Act, the Invasions of Privacy Act, the new Government Code, all these made – and still make – the game on the face of it not worth the candle. The legislation was basically of our own making, and for our own protection, and we’d have been mad to think of bucking it. That way led straight back to Stevenson’s Last Stand, and that – though we media men made jokes about it – wasn’t funny. Not that it hadn’t been his own fault, but one still doesn’t like to think of that sort of thing happening to a colleague.


I wondered, in passing, if he’d ever got his mike out from where I’d heard they put it. Possibly Vincent’s thoughts had been following mine, for we both laughed again, though less easily.


The intercom buzzed on Dr Mason’s desk. ‘Mrs Mortenhoe to see you, Doctor.’


He put away his ball-point, checked in his desk for the computer printout I’d seen him put there not five minutes before, blew his nose, wiped his eyes, and cleared his throat. He was leaving nothing to chance, our Dr Mason.


‘Show her in, please,’ he said.


His checking for the printout had reminded me of probably the best computer joke I’d heard. There’s this fella, see, goes along to his doctor for a diagnosis. Spots, pains, odd sensations, you build up the middle bit how you like – symptoms the wilder the better. Anyway, the doctor writes it all down, and feeds it in. Long pause. Flashing lights, whirling tapes, clicking relays. Finally the computer spits out one of those long blue diagnosis printouts. Only this one’s only got seven words on it. Just seven words. ‘That’s marvelous,’ the fella says. ‘What’s it say?’ The doctor passes the printout across his desk. The fella doesn’t dare look. ‘Tell me,’ he says, ‘tell me what it says.’ The doctor looks down at the paper. ‘There’s – a – lot – of – it – about,’ he reads.


I had time, before Katherine Mortenhoe came into the office, to wish that her computer, too, had had a sense of humor.


Suddenly, out of the blue, the Medical Center had rung her.


Always, in the past, it had been she who rang them. Always a little ashamed, and therefore sharp. Naturally Dr Mason was a busy man, but she was busy also. And she, not he, was the neurotic. And if he didn’t prescribe some new capsules for her (placebos, whatever they were) she doubted if she’d be able to carry on to the end of the week. She was proofreading the new Celia Wentworth or Aimee Paladine or Ethel Pargeter – always a preempting self-mockery in her voice – and it had to be in by Friday. And always they were very kind, and fitted her in the same afternoon.


There were other things she didn’t say. That her work was demanding and creative, for example. That it wasn’t any use imagining that because you had a computer you just sat back and let it do all your thinking for you. That she was responsible to the Board for the running of her department. (Peter was a nice boy, and bright, but he didn’t know a plot loop from a denouement phase.) That in fact she was her department . . . These were things she didn’t say, for they were the cry of every petty bureaucrat and organization man from the beginning of time.


These she saved for Dr Mason’s ear alone. He knew her, and knew she had no need to bolster herself in the eyes of others.


And then, suddenly, out of the blue, there was the telephone call from the Medical Center. They said they saw she was booked for the following Tuesday, and were just confirming arrangements.


She’d made no such booking, she said, and she was sure there must be some mistake.


They agreed that a mistake was more than possible, but said the slot was available all the same. Perhaps she’d like to make use of it – periodic chats with one’s doctor did no harm, they said, even if one was as fit as a fiddle. (‘They’ was actually a youngish man, and kind sounding. But his kindness was professional, and he’d been engaged on its account. Her only way through the professional carapace was Dr Mason, who cared.)


She didn’t argue, but said she’d be there, and made a note in her desk diary, and immediately forgot all about it. Or, more precisely, misremembered it, edging it forward in her mind to Wednesday, which was also the day she was having her hair done. For she knew perfectly well, and faced the fact bravely, that there was really only one possible reason why Dr Mason should ask to see her. The Center didn’t make mistakes. If Dr Mason wanted to see her it must be because she was ill: not genteelly neurotic (highly-strung, her grandmother would have said), but ill. Physically ill.


She toyed briefly with the idea that she was dying. It was dramatic, but unlikely. It was what came of having a novelist’s mind – of, if you like, being a novelist. It was a graceful idea, charmingly old-fashioned. In the real world practically nobody died of anything except senescence. For God’s sake, at forty-four she was a long way off that.


She told Harry about the Center’s phone call that evening, after dinner, while they were loading the dishwasher. She dropped the news in very lightly, believing it was he she was sparing. He froze, a clump of dirty cutlery in his hand.


‘What do you think they want?’ he said.


‘They don’t want anything. I told you. They more or less admitted it was all a mistake.’


‘That’s all right then.’ He smiled at her, and bent down to put the cutlery in the holder. But he didn’t believe her.


‘My dear man, if they say it’s a mistake, I’m sure that’s what it is. After all, you of all people must know the sort of mess these big offices get into.’


‘Of course I know.’ He racked plates while she watched him, then closed the dishwasher and started it. ‘Anyway, a chat with Mason won’t do you any harm. You always feel better when you’ve been to see him.’


‘Meaning that there’s never really anything the matter with me.’


‘Nothing physical, Katherine. We both know that.’


As if to prove his point she felt the approach of one of her fits of dizziness, and the familiar tightness around her head. Not exactly a headache, more a feeling of tightness, as if her scalp were shrinking. How she hated people who thought and talked of nothing but their health.


‘The computer may have come up with something,’ she said.


He was drying his hands. ‘Don’t you wish it would? The physical things are so easy these days.’ He dried his hands carefully, as he always did. Then he carefully threw away the towel. ‘Chess?’ he said. ‘I can always get on with my model if you’d rather.’


‘I’ve brought home some proofs.’


‘You’ll sit and brood.’


‘Barbara needs them by Friday.’


‘Come down to the Hobby Room with me.’


‘I shall take one of my capsules and work in bed.’


He was already on his way out of the door. ‘Take two,’ he said, over his shoulder.


She leaned against the kitchen table. ‘My appointment’s for ten-thirty,’ she called after him. ‘I’ll ring you afterward. Ten-thirty Wednesday. The day I’m having my hair done.’


He came back, and smiled, and kissed her forehead which he could reach, and went away again.


She’d met Harry across the desk of a License Bureau cubicle. He was a green form, and a pen, and a necessary rubber stamp. Her marriage to Gerald was up for its second five-year renewal, and he wasn’t renewing. She had no Basis for Discussion – even if she’d wanted one – for there were no children and she was a Grade I wage earner in her own right. Gerald hadn’t warned her of the nonrenewal. The official notification was simply in the box one morning when she went to the Post Office to pick up her mail, together with the form for her signature. And that evening he didn’t come back to the flat after work. He never came back to the flat again, but sent a friend for his things. The friend told her, unnecessarily, that Gerald couldn’t go on living with what he described as ‘an armored cruiser.’ She was not so much shocked as astonished.


Harry had helped her to fill in the simple form and – more importantly – had provided someone with whom she could share this astonishment. He was far too straightforward a person to have guessed it might be the cover for something more. Just by way of something to say, or possibly to comfort her, he’d mentioned casually that he was in the same boat himself. A nonrenewal at the second option . . . Of course, it was harder for her, harder for the woman – everyone knew that. But he’d heard his ex-wife was getting along very nicely. The cases weren’t quite the same, mind, the nonrenewal being her idea not his, but there hadn’t been another man or anything like that, and his ex-wife was finding her new status in society quite pleasant. There were plenty of clubs and associations. His ex-wife had been a great one for clubs and associations.


At first Katherine had suspected the whole story of being a social worker’s ploy. But the name of the ex-wife in a social worker’s ploy would have tripped readily off the tongue: it wouldn’t still, months after nonrenewal, have been too painful to speak even. This betokened a faithful heart. Besides, the man in front of her across the desk had been obviously no social worker. He’d been too evidently lonely. And too undevious.


She reasoned that in his daily work he must have had to deal with dozens of women in her situation. Therefore she allowed his unusual concern to flatter her. Further, she allowed him to take her out to things, ostensibly to meet other people, other Newly Singles. They went to parties, and lectures, and on a couple of cultural exchange trips. After the first two or three outings he stopped even pretending to introduce her around. They discovered a common interest in chess: he a follower of Moldenev, and she of Fu Tsong. So they sat at the back of the meetings and played, and thought how silly they were to go home afterward to their separate beds.


There was never a formal proposal on either side. They were both over forty, and both with a tenth year nonrenewal which, in spite of all the theories, was far harder to adjust to than a fifth year one. He was impressed by her work – she was completing Barbara’s phrase memory banks at the time – and she . . . she was sorry for him in his. It had been easy for them to fall into a sort of love.


And now they were already only a few months off their first renewal.


There was nothing wrong with their relationship. He read now, and not programmed books but the classics. He no longer sniffed. He kept his modeling things down in the block Hobby Room. He was faithful and kind, and the flat with him in it was never cold to come home to. They showed each other things, and enjoyed their holidays together. And he’d learned to hold his ejaculation off beyond the first six strokes.


There was, therefore, nothing wrong with their relationship. Except that it was a repeat of both their previous relationships, and if they were going to make it work this time it was because unconsciously they both knew this and were wiser now. They were going to make it work because life was long. They were going to make it work because the world of the Newly Singles was brassy and competitive. And they were going to make it work because they both believed (while never either of them actually doing anything about this belief) that one day something else, something really exciting would happen, and that until it did, until he, she, did, the present arrangement was a great deal better than any conceivable other.


And now they were already only a few months off their first renewal.


Left alone in the kitchen after Harry had gone down to the Hobby Room, she was reminded, with a twinge of anxiety, of the impending renewal. They’d talked about it, of course, and been in total agreement. But it now occurred to her that if Dr Mason’s news were bad enough, then perhaps Harry would be tempted to change his mind. She knew that sickness provided a Basis for Discussion: she could apply for a stay, if nothing else. She also knew that Harry was anyway far too delicate ever to voice such doubts as he might have. He was, in spite of his simplicity, perhaps because of it, a very delicate man. But a continuing relationship on such terms would be unendurable.


The tightness around her scalp intensified, and the whirr of the dishwasher seemed to take away all her powers of concentration. She left the kitchen and rummaged in her case for the Ethel Pargeter proofs. Then she took two of her capsules, as Harry had advised, and went to bed.


In the quiet of the bedroom, while she was waiting for the capsules to take effect, she decided that, whatever Dr Mason said, she would tell Harry everything was fine. Furthermore, she would choose surgery rather than a prolonged drug therapy – she could always pretend a short business trip to cover hospitalization. Even if the risks of surgery were high, she’d still accept them. For Harry, a dead wife would be better than one he hadn’t the heart to nonrenew.


Ten minutes later her mood had lifted, such was the chemistry of moods, and she knew that Harry would wait for her gladly, no matter how long her therapy took. He loved her. (He also wasn’t all that much of a catch, and knew it.) She propped up the proofs on her knee and took out her ball-point . . . By the time Harry came in from the Hobby Room she’d checked thirty pages and really quite enjoyed them. Ethel was the frankest of Barbara’s three personae and in consequence Katherine was now feeling deliciously sexy. People might laugh at these old-fashioned romances, but there were marriages that survived half-a-dozen renewals, and fellatio at forty-four wasn’t simply an old maid’s dream.


With the day of her appointment firmly, safely, fixed in her mind as Wednesday (the day she was having her hair done), she endured the waiting period of wild emotional fluctuation as best she could. She reminded herself that neither the peaks nor the valleys were necessarily ‘true’: there was no ‘truth’ in human emotion, only differing degrees of chemical imbalance. Opinions and decisions – matters of faith even – were likewise a matter of chemistry, of electrochemical interaction. Although well-known facts, these were naturally to be carefully excluded from the (frank) programmed pages of an Ethel Pargeter.


One day, as Katherine watched spring put whiskers and tiny flowers on the moss on her office windowsill, she thought, I must really write my own book. A book about people as they really are. Neither despicable nor honorable, since neither term applies. . . . She drew patterns on her jotter. Neither abject nor dignified, since these are irrelevant concepts. Each one simply chemistry, simply a bundle of neurones, each bundle equipped with an internal communications system built up down life’s millennia for reasons mostly long obsolete, and disrupted randomly by the imperfections of the reproductive process. She scrubbed her jotter and began other patterns. My book will contain the only truth, that there is no truth, and it will make me famous. I shall write it possibly in the hospital, possibly dictating the last chapters as I die.


She was the Romance division of Computabook. It cocooned her, kept her warm. If she had ever read the literary magazines she would have known that such novels as the one she projected were published, micro-fleched and racked away every week of the year.


On Tuesday morning, however (as she had known he would?), Peter had to come and destroy the subtle fail-safe mechanism she had constructed around the sensitive matter of Dr Mason’s appointment.


‘Outies at ten,’ he said. ‘Or had you forgotten?’


She didn’t hear him. Ethel Pargeter now behind her, she was at the title stage of the new Celia Wentworth, and she did not hear him. She’d demanded six reruns from Barbara, and still she wasn’t satisfied. Incapable of impatience, Barbara was mulling over the seventh.


‘Outies at ten,’ Peter said. ‘Surely you’ve looked in your diary?’


For some reason she hadn’t turned over the pages of her diary since the previous Friday. Barbara ticked, and put out a small, polite blue tongue. A Fit for a Queen, Katherine read. She crumpled the blue slip and threw it away, then reached for her jotter. It had to be her fault Barbara had missed the epilepsy connotation: she must check the cross-associations in the word store. Apart from that it was neat. Every young girl’s dream. A Fit for a Queen. Very neat.


‘Mason, ten-thirty.’ Peter had leaned across and turned the pages of her diary for her. ‘So outies at ten. You don’t want to be late, love.’


And then she could be angry with him, angry for everything that Harry and Gerald, that her father and her stepmothers, that Dr Mason and the kind youngish man at the Medical Center, angry for everything that life and the whole vile function and malfunction of her oozing woman’s body had ever caused her to endure. For his interference in her private, utterly personal affairs she could justifiably be very angry indeed.


And then she could go, raw and unprepared, shaken – horrified even – by the intensity of her anger, hiding in the logistic misery of the journey (how much of city life was concerned with the weary process of getting from one undesirable place to another?), then she could go, without pause, to her appointment with Dr Mason in his office on the fourth floor of the Medical Center. The event could creep up on her unawares. Which was by far the best way.


Not that it mattered, she thought, waiting for her last connection. It was ridiculous, really, going to all this trouble for an appointment that was entirely the result of a clerical error.


She could be angry again when told by the receptionist that today Dr Mason wasn’t in his usual office, when sent up to a room on the sixth floor instead. Bundled about like a parcel. And his new room, when she reached it, was nasty. As she might have known. It was mustard-carpeted, soothing, with expensive teak-faced furniture and a mirror along one wall, not like a doctor’s office at all. She caught a glimpse of a woman in the mirror and found it difficult to connect the image with her own vivid sense of self.


Pinched up. All elbows. Was that really how she appeared to others?


You will remember I had this thing about people only being true when they were continuous. Put differently, that taped snippets taken out of context could be made to prove anything, it was of course a truism. But I used words like existential, and continuum, and realismus, and got the job. Got the vision implant. (What an innocent phrase that was.) Which wasn’t in the least immoral of me, for I honestly believed – and still do for that matter – that I was a far better man for that particular job than any of the other runners.


In practice, what all this theory boiled down to was that, as far as the viewer was concerned, he never got even the shortest interview without a dozen or so inserts over sound, taped by me over many days or weeks or, ideally, months. He got the true, the continuous person. And as far as I was concerned, it meant that I totally disregarded first impressions. People grew, filled out, became real and true only as they went along. My first sight of Katherine Mortenhoe, therefore, was unmemorable.


Presumably I stared at her while she stared at herself, at the herself in the mirror between us. Vanity? I don’t remember judging either way. I have no clear idea of what she looked like at that moment, or of what she was wearing even. Undoubtedly her clothes were those she was wearing five or ten minutes later when my impressions began to clear, but my recollections of that first moment are hopelessly overlaid by the Katherine Mortenhoe, the continuous Katherine Mortenhoe, that I came over the next six weeks to know and, yes, in some fashion, love. The only true (I believe) Katherine Mortenhoe.


‘Come in, Katherine. Glad you could make it.’


‘I don’t like this new place they’ve given you.’


‘It’s only temporary. We’ve got the decorators in downstairs.’


‘The decorators?’


We were taping the conversation. She sounded incredulous. Or disappointed. I was to go over the tape later, interpreting and reinterpreting her smallest intonation.


‘Sit down, Katherine. Tell me how you’ve been getting along.’


‘I nearly didn’t come. They said over the phone it was all a balls-up.’


‘I must speak to Appointments about their language.’


‘“Balls-up” was mine.’ Somehow she used this line to sit down on. And even at the second repetition the word still wasn’t hers. ‘Well?’ she said. ‘Was it a balls-up?’


A direct question, but fearful. I’ve always admired Dr Mason’s reply: using one established lie to evade another.


‘I hate being forced to see my patients in rooms they aren’t used to,’ he said. And then went on quickly before she could pick at it. ‘How’s Barbara? I hope you’re not feeding her with words like “balls-up.”’


‘The words for the sexual parts’ – she seemed to be quoting – ‘are pure and beautiful, and only to be used in situations of purity and beauty. Moonlight . . . golden sands . . . Italian olive groves . . . How, in fact, we’d all like to think of them.’


‘I suppose that’s what you tell Peter.’


‘That poor boy . . .’ Mason knew how to keep her moving, moving away from why she was there. ‘You know, Doctor, he has some very strange ideas of purity and beauty. Beauty is in the eye of the beholder, he says. I tell him poetic descriptions of oil refineries at sunset are no good at all. Half our readers work in them. Homo or hetero, they’re all the same – they want to be told the world is a beautiful place. Tell them the world they know is beautiful and they’ll spit in your face.’


I was risking opinions – far too early, of course, but Katherine Mortenhoe was one of those people (when would I ever learn?) you can read like an open book. She was a romantic. She thought of her vocabulary as manly, and used it as a device for getting on in what no doubt her father had described as a ‘man’s world.’ There weren’t many of her left. She had the romantic’s distaste for the present and the romantic’s belief in some other time, either past or future, that had been or would be better. It was going to find her, with her love-is-all-so-who-needs-a-bra-type clothes, very difficult to work with. I thought.


Dr Mason let her talk, then led her around, without much difficulty, to her symptoms over the last few weeks. These were formidable. She discussed them readily enough, although – again in the romantic tradition – only in the most general terms, as if palpitations or cloudy urine or double vision were likewise pure and beautiful, only to be thought of in situations of purity and beauty. They were quite unreal to her, closely related to the vapors and discreet declines of her Victorian models.


Then she burst into tears.


Certainly I’d been expecting flailing and wailing, but hardly as early in the session as this. I thought of the White Queen who got all her crying over well before she was hurt. But Katherine Mortenhoe was no White Queen. Before, during, and after, if I knew anything . . . Beside me Vincent tried to knock ash that wasn’t there off the end of his cigar. He wasn’t like me, embarrassed. Other people’s emotions excited him.


‘What is to become of me?’ she said. But the pretty period effect was ruined by soggy Kleenex.


‘Aren’t you rushing things a bit, Katherine?’


‘I can’t go on pretending.’


‘Pretending?’


‘Pretending not to know why you got me here.’


He could have blocked even that. I was glad he had the grace not to.


‘An administrative balls-up wasn’t all that improbable.’ How easy it was to be gentle, when you were god. ‘There was a fair chance you might have believed in it.’


‘You knew me better than that, Doctor.’


He offered her his hands. ‘What was I to do?’ he said.


‘You needn’t have kept me waiting.’ God’s lies were quickly forgiven. ‘You could have seen me at once.’


The delay had been our fault. It takes time to set these projects up. . . I think that was the moment when I began to hate Katherine Mortenhoe for what was going to happen to her.


‘I’m sorry, Katherine. It’s like a madhouse here. I fitted you in as soon as I could.’


‘I’m here now. So get on with it.’


He did things with his hands, reached in the drawer of his desk for the printout. ‘It’s rather complicated. We ran a check program, just to be sure.’


I was seeing her now. She was calm, her tears in abeyance, and unafraid. Her attitude was nunlike, one of submission before an expected (deserved?) chastisement. I liked ‘nunlike.’ The viewers would like it too. But she and I both had a long way to go.


‘I don’t want the technicalities. Just tell me.’


‘As I said, it’s rather complicated.’


‘I want surgery.’


‘It’s not as simple as that.’


‘I want surgery, whatever the risk.’


‘Listen to me, Katherine.’


‘Surgery, Doctor. There’s my renewal coming up. It must be out of the way before my renewal.’


‘Katherine, listen to me.’


But she was listening to herself. ‘He’s too kind. He’ll renew out of kindness. So it’s got to be surgery. He mustn’t renew out of kindness. I want surgery, whatever the risk.’


He let her run down. I saw that the nunlike calm depended on her chastisement being what she had decided was just. I doubted if even she, so romantic, had enough guilt for the real penance.


Vincent nudged my arm and grinned. He must have guessed I needed encouragement.


‘Katherine, you must understand that no surgery is possible.’


‘But that’s nonsense. It’s always possible.’


‘People like to think that. Unfortunately it’s not entirely true.’


I told myself the scene had overrun. Bad movies always choked me up. It’s horrible the way bad movies choke up most people far more than reality. It’s the simplification, I suppose. Certainly my feelings for Katherine Mortenhoe at that moment were laughably simple.


‘A few weeks in the hospital, Doctor. I could easily manage it.’ She battered like a moth.


‘Stop it, Katherine.’ It helped them both for him to be angry. ‘Stop it. There is no cure for your condition. You must listen to me. There is no cure for your condition.’


For a moment, before the shutter went down, I saw her poor face. Vincent had said he didn’t mind a bit of involvement. He was going to get it.


Her skin pricked. All over she felt so hot.


She didn’t ask Dr Mason what he meant. Neither did she argue. She understood him instantly, what he was telling her, and she believed him because she had always believed him and he had always been right. He was her one way through the professional carapace . . . To the new truth she applied the old shift, moving it away, relating it to anxieties she could understand. She thought of the renewal.


‘How long have I got?’ she said.


‘We should have contacted you earlier.’


‘How long have I got?’


‘The check program held things up.’


‘How long have I got?’


‘Not very long.’


‘How long?’


‘According to the computer, four or five weeks.’


It was suddenly terribly unfair that he should be so cross with her. It wasn’t his renewal they were talking about. He, lucky man, had been married fifteen years. She decided it was time Barbara did another of Aimee Paladine’s doctor books.


‘Thank you for telling me.’ Aimee’s doctors were definitely more sympathetic. ‘If it’s only that long, then I shan’t have to worry.’


‘You must try to understand—’


‘I do understand.’ She smiled to prove it. ‘Well, we all have to die some time.’


She stood up, crumpled her Kleenex, and threw it into the bin by his desk. ‘Well,’ she said again, ‘I’ll be on my way, then. There’s a lot of things to see to.’


Quite final. She was going. She wanted to go. Then he stood up also. ‘I think you should hear me out,’ he said. ‘I want you to understand your condition. And the progress you can expect in your symptoms.’


‘Will they be messy?’


‘Sit down, Katherine. You must realize that this has been a terrible shock. It’s no use pretending anything else. It would be better if you talked about it.’


‘I am talking. I asked if my symptoms would be messy.’


But she sat down. He was expecting her to cry again. Crying was supposed to be therapeutic. It was strange to think that she would never cry again. She turned and stared at herself in the mirror: she didn’t look like a woman who would never cry again. She looked just like the woman she had seen in the mirror some ten minutes before. She imagined Barbara sorting phrases: Was it really only ten minutes? Only ten minutes that had changed Amanda from a vigorous, beautiful woman with all her life before her, into a gaunt, walking corpse? ‘Walking’ corpse was strong, of course, but it had gone down well in the past.


‘Is that a one-way mirror?’ she asked.


‘What an odd question.’


‘It’s just that I feel I’m being watched . . . I don’t mind being watched, I expect I’m worth watching. Something special. You know?’


‘One in twenty million.’


‘I thought so. Nobody of my age dies very much.’


‘You asked me about your symptoms.’


‘Go on – tell me about my symptoms.’


‘It is necessary first of all to understand the atypical nature of your physiological and psychological condition.’


Understand the atypical nature of her physiological and psychological condition . . . ‘Fuck your long words, Doctor,’ she said, having only four weeks. ‘Just fuck ’em. For me. Will you? Please? Please?’


And then, but not to oblige him, she cried.


She cried for Harry. She watched herself cry, watched in the mirror, watched herself change, her face lose its pinched-up shape, her elbows cease to matter, and was pleased with the tragic effect. She was crying precisely, exactly, and solely for Harry – who would cry in his turn for her, but not enough.


‘Basically, yours is an affliction of the brain cells, Katherine. Or rather, of the circuits connecting them. In physical terms, these connections are breaking down: a condition that snowballs once it reaches a certain point, and is quite irreversible. We used to attribute this condition solely to information overload, and postulate inherent physical limits to the amounts and speeds of image processing possible in the human brain. Exceeding these limits over lengthy periods induced a complex of symptoms we called Gordon’s Syndrome. After the famous pathologist. Our difficulty was in differentiating between true Gordon’s Syndrome, which was terminal, and the more usual stress conditions that were not . . .’


Outside the window she could see the topmost branches of a tree, misty with tiny yellow-green leaves. She cried for these instead, but decorously now that Dr Mason thought he had her attention, poor little things in a world with only four weeks to live.


‘. . . We now understand that information overload is only half of the picture. True Gordon’s Syndrome occurs only when the breakdown of neural circuits is accompanied by certain psychological phenomena. Very subtle and far-reaching phenomena. For want of a better word, I must call it outrage. The wave patterns it produces in the brain are unique. The nearest we have found to them are the patterns produced during acute physical nausea. But in the case of true Gordon’s Syndrome the nausea is not physical, but psychological. It induces, instead of abdominal spasm, a species of neural spasm. This aggravates the neurological overload already present to the point where nerve-endings burn out, circuits become permanently destroyed.’
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