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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.


      




 


 


The word abandonati, like graffiti, 
is rapidly becoming international. 
The street people, homeless or 
mentally ill, with no place to go, 
no square inch of the earth to call 
their own – these are the abandonati – 
the abandoned ones, the unwanted, 
castaways from our society.


Not with a bang, 
but a whimper.


T. S. Eliot.




Chapter One




Hey sizzle-diddle


The cat’s on the griddle –


Little dog’s better,


If you can get ‘er.





A feral cat glided out of an alley and into the sunlight. It stopped, looked about it cautiously for a few moments, then navigated a hill of rubble. A pile of rags beside the broken bricks and plaster suddenly came to life. A hand flashed out and grabbed the cat by its tail. The cat screeched, whirled and used its claws and teeth, sinking them into the hand, which released its grip instantly. Then the creature streaked away, down another alley, and out of sight.


Guppy sat up abruptly and sucked at the wound the cat had inflicted. He cursed the cat, and himself, with a parched throat, knowing that he should have caught the animal by the neck. Breakfast would have to wait now.


Dawn was always late in the streets. It had trouble driving away the cold shadows: the more lethargic ones that lay heavy in the alleys and under the overhangs of rubble. Guppy looked about him, blinking rapidly. He scratched his grizzled chin, realising that he had not had a decent drink in three days: not since that can of cleaner he had found under the stairs of some building.


He ran his fingers through his matted, greasy hair, wondering what to do. His head was muzzy and his thoughts frayed and worn. Drink. He needed booze of some kind.


He could see a group of people huddled around a fire at the bottom of the street and decided to ask them if they had any spare water. It was coming to something when he had to drink water, but they sure as hell weren’t going to give him liquor.


He stumbled to his feet, hitching up his baggy trousers, the crotch of which hung almost to his knees. He needed a piss. He relieved himself against the wall. Then he carefully folded his ragged blanket, his only possession, and tied it with a piece of string around his waist. Then he staggered towards the circle around the fire.


Like himself, they were dressed in rags and most of them clutched some form of blanket. They watched him coming towards them with blank eyes. One of them, a young boy, threw some fuel on the fire: an old book or something. Guppy approached them slowly, warily, and then stood there while he considered what to say. The words were difficult to form.


Finally, he blurted out, ‘Got any drink? Anythin’? This terrible thirst, see.’


No one replied. There were some open mouths, but little comprehension showed in the eyes. Only the boy seemed to grasp at his meaning.


‘Park’s over there,’ said the kid. ‘Over behind.’


‘Thanks,’ said Guppy. There was usually some kind of water in a park: a pond or canal. Last time he had drunk such water it had made him sick for two days, but he could get some and boil it first, on their fire, if they let him.


He staggered to the corner, then remembered that he hadn’t got anything to carry the water in. He went into the first doorway he saw, stepping over the rubbish that had collected in the opening. Inside it was damp and smelled of cats and rotting plaster. There were people lying in the hall and in the side rooms. It took even longer for the dawn to reach indoors. Someone had been sick at the end of the hall and it reeked, offending even Guppy’s insensitive nostrils.


He found what used to be the kitchen, when the place had functioned as an apartment. There was a pile of empty cans in one corner. He took one.


On an impulse he tried one of the taps, twisting it back and forth. It was hard to turn and squeaked. No water came out and Guppy moved away from this useless device to the more reliable source in the park outside.


It was a canal and though full of trash, it looked a bit cleaner than most. Guppy was so thirsty he decided to risk it. They might chase him away from the fire anyway, and it took a while to boil the water and let it cool. He wanted a drink now.


He gulped down the cold water, filling his belly, which immediately churned, noisily. Then he took something which looked like putty out of his pocket and though it was grey with dirt, crammed it into his mouth and swallowed it quickly. It tasted good. He stared around him then, wondering whether or not to go back to sleep.


Suddenly, as he stared through the trees and down the long streets, a dim but interesting thought came into his mind. He stared at the murky water running through the reeds. He looked up and around him, at the tall buildings, some of them still having unbroken windows here and there. He glanced with distaste at the scabby cats and lean dogs that roamed well out of his reach.


‘Place is a mess,’ he told himself, as if noticing it for the first time. ‘Whole place is a goddamn mess.’


He inspected his footwear: boots wrapped around with rags. They were a good pair. He’d found them only three days ago. Too big, but that was better than too small. He might get a few blisters as they slopped around, but that was all right. Blisters were nothing when you had sores up your legs that wept continually.


He pulled himself up, to a near military posture, and then, setting his eyes on the middle distance, began to walk. He went out of the jungle of the small park and into the potholed street. He started off, down the middle of the road, intending to stop for nothing. He was going to walk out of the city.


As he began his journey his aches slipped away from him, and his head began to clear a little. He found less need to cough. His penis still stung, after that piss, but he still felt pretty good. He felt okay. This was an adventure. He was going to walk out of the city. He was going to walk and walk, day and night, until he came to … to … to something – something that wasn’t the city any more. He knew that the city was big, but it couldn’t go on forever. There had to be something – an edge – another side – something more than just crumbling buildings and pitted streets, with grass tufts growing like hair from the cracks in the concrete.


As he trudged through the dilapidated brick world, he passed many groups of people, some standing around street fires, others sitting on the steps of buildings which were their homes. Guppy knew there wasn’t much inside these places, but at least they provided some sort of shelter from the coldness of the night. These groups tended to live in pockets. Most of the areas were uninhabited.


Guppy had some vague idea that it might be spring, and that hotter weather would be coming soon, but he’d been wrong about that before. The trouble was, if he could find something to drink, he would, and it almost always made him forget things. That’s one of the reasons why he drank it. Once, he had found a whole bottle of pure, amber whisky and he had to hide in a cellar before opening it. Otherwise people would have smelled it and come from all directions.


He passed the remains of a dead baby, lying in the gutter-There was not much left of it, but he noticed the tiny bones. The dogs had been at it. Guppy was not fond of dogs. They could get pretty nasty if you tried to take something away from them. Anyway, it was best to let them eat. They would get fat on the meat and with a rod and snare you could catch one of them. Dogs made a delicious meal. It was one vicious circle. When had it been any different?


‘Everything’s broken,’ he said to himself.


It seemed that it was all coming to a head. There was so little food around and soon … soon … he didn’t know what to think next. People would die, he supposed. But they were already dying or dead. Lots of them.


There had to be a place somewhere, where people were better off. It hadn’t always been like this. He could remember when the streets had cars in them and people were dressed in good clothes and carried packages bought at shops. Now all that was gone. He didn’t know where it had gone, but wherever it was, lots of the people had gone with it. He was just one of those that had been left behind, abandoned because he was useless.


Oh yes, there had been a better time than this. Of course, there had been street people then. Guppy had been one of them. He had been brought to the city as a boy of six from a place they called … called … he couldn’t remember, but it was a bad place anyhow. That’s why his aunt had come to the city. But at the time about two-thirds of the population were already on the streets and all that happened was that Guppy and his aunt joined them.


Still, there had been markets that sold vegetables, and you could get cabbage stalks that had been thrown into the gutter at the end of the day. You could make a soup with that. And you could stop rich people and ask them for money. You could even join a gang and steal things. You could live quite well.


But gradually, there came to be more people on the streets than in the houses. And those who had houses were no better off, in the end, because there was no work to do and they had to sell all their things. The time came when nobody wanted those any more. All they wanted was food. Money was no good. You couldn’t buy anything with it.


Then all the rich people must have left. Guppy didn’t know where they had gone, but the street people, the abandonati, talked about this betrayal all the time. They were bitter about it, savage in their condemnation, as they huddled around plasterwood fires, spitting into the flames. No one seemed to know precisely when the abandonment took place, but they were all sure it happened. The ones in the know had up and left, taking their possessions with them, and had spared not a thought for those that remained behind.


Guppy didn’t know where they had gone. He had been drinking hard around that period, and nothing seemed to make sense anyway. He just knew that he woke up one morning and realised that all the wealthy people were missing. He’d sort of noticed that the cars were becoming fewer, but he didn’t exactly remember when they had all gone. Seemed like it happened just one morning.


Broken glass crunched under his feet as he walked. The sun glinted on old cans and glanced off shattered shops, the broken panes like huge, jagged – toothed mouths. It was no use looking inside. There was never anything in them these days.


At one place he saw someone with a wooden box, the front of which had a grey glass screen and some buttons with numbers on them. The woman with the box smashed the glass, kicked the innards – a mass of wires and bits of plastic – out from inside. Then she threw the box onto a fire. It burned brightly but with a stink. It was made of plastic, obviously. Guppy stopped to watch it melt into globules spurting colourful flames and noxious gases. He could see the woman was disappointed.


That night, Guppy killed a rat by kicking it against a wall when it ran past him. He was good at that. He joined some people and cooked it over their fire, giving away the front legs. One of the men asked him where he was going.


‘Walk.’ said Guppy.


‘Where though?’


‘Out of the city. Gonna walk ’til I can’t walk no more, that’s what. Must be something there.’


The people around the fire nodded thoughtfully.


‘Why don’t you all come?’ said Guppy.


There were some looks exchanged then shakes of the heads. He could see he had frightened them. They didn’t want to go out, into the unknown. At least where they were was familiar to them. They knew places to forage. They knew where to find water. These things were important and could not be given up lightly.


‘Trouble with you is,’ said one of the women, ‘you don’t belong to no street tribe. This tribe here, see – us –’, she pointed to the people around the fire, ‘we look after each other. You – you’re just a oncer, on your own, with nobody else. We got responsibilities. We got to protect our places and when the kids grow, we got to tell them where to find water an’ how to cook nettles an’ grass roots.’ She paused. ‘See, if we move off, someone else – another street tribe – they’ll move in. We’ll lose our watering places and have to fight to get ’em back. Up here,’ she tapped her head, ‘is where it’s all kept these days. You got to know where to look for things, ‘cause if you forget, you die of thirst or worse. I got little stories I make up to tell my kids where the watering places is – to help ’em remember.’


‘Like what?’ asked Guppy, interested. This was the first time he had heard the word ‘tribe’ applied to groups of people, but then he didn’t go near many groups and when he did they often wouldn’t talk to him.


‘Like I might say to them, there was once a giant, bigger’n the tallest building, who slipped an’ cracked his head just where the redbrick meets the yellow. This giant’s brains spilled down a drain nearto, and into the water underneath the street. There they growed into mushrooms, each little bitty part of brain. That’s where you’ll find water and mushrooms, there, under the place where the redbrick meets the yellow … then I go out and show them where, an’ they know an’ remember, so’s to pass it on to their kids, see.’


Guppy nodded thoughtfully. He was trying to recall where he had seen redbrick buildings converging with yellowbrick, so that he could go tomorrow and get some mushrooms for his churning gut. But probably she had made that up.


‘Okay,’ said Guppy, ‘but I’m going to find out what’s going on. Where the people have all gone to. I bet they’re living in big houses on the edge of the city, with lots of food and whisky and stuff. I bet.’


‘What people?’ asked the woman, whose eyes seemed to be burning inside her skull. Guppy noticed that her gums were swollen and bleeding and she had spots of dried skin on her face.


‘Why, all those people that were here before.’


‘Before what?’


Guppy started to get angry. She was making him think about things he had no answer to. There was a sort of bleak, black cloud in his head when he thought too hard about such things.


‘I don’t know before what,’ he grumbled. ‘I just know I saw people, driving around in swanky cars and wearing fancy clothes …’he did not mention that he still saw them sometimes,’ … and now they’re gone. They just disappeared and they must have gone somewhere. You tell me before what.’


The woman snorted, hunching closer to the fire.


‘They got poor like us.’


‘No, they didn’t, they couldn’t have done,’ shouted Guppy, ‘because there’s not enough.’


‘Not enough what?’ asked a man.


‘People. There should be more around. They just up and left somewhere. I’m going to find them.’


He kicked at the fire in protest at this tribe, who had forgotten that they had all been abandoned. Some sparks flew and there were some growls from one or two of the tough-looking men. Although he was not afraid of them, Guppy decided to behave himself.


The next morning he was up early and walking. One of the women had told him he would soon come to a district where the buildings were taller and reached right up into the clouds. She was right. Guppy found it a pretty scary place, because the woman said the buildings were haunted by the spirits of gods or something. Whether she was right or wrong, it didn’t matter. They were scary enough: just the sheer height of them. They seemed to lean over you as you walked and Guppy was afraid one of them was going to fall on top of him and crush him to catmeat.


Guppy kept on walking. It was only later that he realised that the woman might have been scaring him away from the place because there were tribal secrets connected with it.


‘Place is probably crawling with mushrooms,’ he muttered to himself, angrily.


He spent another night under a stone bench, by a bronze statue. The statue was of a man on a horse. The man was holding up a piece of paper, only it wasn’t paper, it was green metal like the rest of him. There was a triumphant expression on the man’s face, as if he had just found himself a bottle of booze.


The next day, Guppy walked some more, but he got tired and hungry. It started to rain and he used his hat to catch some of the water, but it didn’t help his hunger at all. He found a park where some trees were just coming into bud and he ate the buds. They tasted rather sweet. Then he found some wild onions amongst the grasses and ate them too. They tasted sour.


He started walking again.


That evening he found another street tribe who had killed a dog and they gave him some. He slept by a woman who put her hand under his blanket to feel his penis, but when it didn’t get hard she left him alone. Guppy felt sorry that he could not respond, because the woman had a kind face, but she already had a child who was sickly. He got warm with her though, which was pleasant. In the morning she gave him a fish thing that had some oil on it. It was the best food he’d tasted in a long time and he wondered whether to stay with her, but then remembered he had something to do.


He started walking again.


Three days after that, he came to a halt. He stared bleakly in front of him. The streets stretched endlessly away, towards a horizon hidden by tall buildings. He looked behind him and to both sides. There was nothing but crumbling brickwork melting into cracked concrete. He was never going to get out. The place was a prison of shattered blocks of stone. Even the clouds above looked as though they were made of something solid, like dirty alabaster; the sky some kind of stained crockery.


As he stood and ruminated on some biltong he had stolen from a window-sill, wondering whether to join one of these new street tribes with their defined areas to support them, a machine came round the corner. It tried to cling to the kerb, but kept swinging out of control, crashing against walls and already bent lamp posts. It was going too fast, for a robot street cleaner. Low and flat, like a small river raft, it careered dangerously close to him, as it sucked away with ineffectual vacuum snouts at the surface of the road. He kicked a foot at it, missing.


Then there were rapid footsteps and a figure came flying around the corner, chasing the street cleaner. It was a thin little man, his ragged coat many sizes too large for him, flapping like a cloak in his wake. His weasel-like face was pinched with breathlessness as his protruding eyes fixed themselves on the disappearing machine.


‘Out of the way. Out of the way,’ he yelled at Guppy, who was standing right up on some steps by this time.


‘I ain’t in it,’ shouted Guppy indignantly, as the man ran past him.


‘Well, make sure you ain’t there the next time,’ cried the other over his shoulder.


Guppy shook his head in wonder.


‘Goin’ like fart in a draught,’ he said to himself. ‘Where’s he going in such a hurry? There ain’t no place to go to, that ain’t like where he’s been.’


Guppy, alone once more, looked around for somewhere to spend the night. There were few people in this part of the city. He decided on a doorway with a porch, and began gathering some window-frame wood to make a fire. Then he remembered he hadn’t got anything to start the flame with, so he abandoned that idea. He was sitting on top of the steps when the little man reappeared, walking slowly back down the street.




Chapter Two




Little Tommy Tucker


Sings for his supper –


Tommy hugs his mother’s head –


Sing on, Tommy, mummy’s dead.





‘Catch her?’ Guppy asked the skinny guy, as the other came up alongside the steps.


The man paused to stare at Guppy. His coat now touched the ground, the hem scuffed and worn with loose threads trailing after it. The buttons on it were huge, though two of them were missing. Beneath this magnificent garment the little man wore a bright yellow waistcoat – at least, it had been bright at one time, as one or two patches attested, but now it was mostly just yellow. A scrawny shirtless throat came out of this waistcoat: the neck of a turtle. The sleeves of the overcoat were rolled into large quoits, from which claw-like hands protruded. He used one of these extremities to pick at his nose.


‘Naw. Goin’ too fast. I’ll get him one day.’


There seemed to be some sort of confusion as to the gender of the street cleaner, but Guppy didn’t feel like arguing about it. He was more interested in why the thin man wanted to race about after useless solar-powered machines.


‘What do you want her for?’


‘I want to get up there.’ A hand pointed dramatically towards the sky.


‘To the top of the buildings? What for?’


‘Naw, you dope. The sky – out into space. That’s where those bastards have gone. They all went out into space, lookin’ for a new world. Left us here – the bastards.’


Guppy nodded. ‘I thought they’d gone somewhere.’


‘Well, that’s where they’ve gone. I got this plan to build this space ship and follow them. They don’t get rid of me so easy. I’m a good mechanic. I can take parts of things and do wonders with them. You wait and see.’


‘Maybe I won’t be around to see it.’


‘Why – where you going?’


Guppy thought about this, pondering on the problem for a long time, while the other waited patiently at the foot of the steps. There was plenty of time for such decisions.


Finally he said, ‘No place, I guess.’


‘In that case, you can help me build my space ship. I need another guy to help. Only got one pal, and he don’t believe that’s where they’ve gone, so he don’t get too enthusiastic when I talk about it.’


‘What’s your name?’ asked Guppy.


‘Rupert. An’ my pal’s name’s Trader.’


‘I’m Guppy,’ said Guppy. ‘This Trader – is he a nice guy?’


‘Oh, yeah. We been together a long time. You want to join us? We got some food. Trader’s got a hidey-hole full of cans. We eat like kings.’


‘You sure don’t look like it,’ replied Guppy, observing the leanness of the little man.


‘Aw – that’s just nervous energy. I’m a big man in a small body, see. Got to keep moving all the time. Get the twitches if I sit still too long. You sure you believe me – about the people being in space?’


‘I knew they went somewhere,’ confirmed Guppy.


Rupert smiled, broadly. He looked very happy at this reply, though Guppy was still a little suspicious as to why anyone would want to share food with him.


Rupert said, ‘You come an’ meet Trader. He won’t tell us where the food’s stashed, but he keeps it coming all right. We had peaches yesterday.’


Guppy couldn’t remember what a peach was, but it sounded good. Then something came up from the smoky regions of his memory. Wasn’t a peach something to do with a woman? They called women peaches. He backed up the steps a little.


‘You ain’t cannibals, are you?’ he said. ‘I got nothing against it, you understand, it’s just I can’t hold it down. I keep thinking of the meat walking along the road and talkin’ like you and me – then up it comes.’


Rupert screwed up his face in an expression of disgust.


‘Hell, I ain’t never eaten people. You catch diseases like that. You never know what they died of. Naw, this is all canned stuff and to my mind they never put people in cans. Sometimes it may look like it, but it’s usually squid or somethin’.’ He paused. ‘You coming?’


It wasn’t that Guppy did not want to go with this man who had shrunk inside his clothes, but now that cannibalism had surfaced in his brain, he was worried that he was being led into a trap. Maybe these two guys wanted to eat him? That sounded more likely than the idea that they would give him food for nothing.


‘You got any booze?’ he asked. ‘Any good liquor?’


‘You kidding? Who the hell’s got good booze these days? Even Trader ain’t got that.’


Guppy’s fears dissipated. If this man really wanted to lure him into a trap, then he would have promised him the earth.


‘No harm in asking, is there?’ He joined the other in the road. Rupert smiled, slapped him on the back, and then led him down a side alley. They walked for about a quarter of a mile until they came to a house jammed between two tall skyscrapers. The door was half open and hung on a single hinge only. Guppy followed the coat inside to a room off the hallway. It was furnished surprisingly well, with an old armchair, a table and some rat-eaten rugs on the floor. There were some straight-backed chairs too, and a cabinet, with the glass missing, in one corner.


A large black man, with white, wiry hair and beard, was sitting in one of the straight-backs. He got up as they came in and looked hard at Rupert.


‘Who’s this?’ he asked.


Guppy quailed. Surely he had been led into a trap? This bulky man looked as though he ate seven or eight people a day.


‘This is Rupert,’ said Rupert, winking at Guppy. ‘I ain’t been gone that long.’


The humour was lost on the bigger man.


‘No – him. The guy with you.’


A thick dark finger was pointed at Guppy, who had the urge to run from it before it exploded or something. Trader looked very annoyed. His jowl quivered as he talked. When men the size of Trader got annoyed, you either looked for a handy piece of four-by-two or got the hell out.


‘He’s a friend. Gonna help me get my space ship together. You leave him be, Trader.’


‘Whose food is he eating?’ demanded the other.


‘He can share mine. You don’t need to worry yourself about your precious gut. He can have half of mine.’


‘Look,’ said Guppy. ‘I don’t want to start no arguments. I just …’


Trader turned on him.


‘You got any sugar?’


Guppy trembled.


‘No – honest.’ He paused and then said, ‘Sugar?’


‘You need sugar to make wine.’ Trader moved across the room, mumbling, ‘If I had some sugar, I could make us some wine. Plenty of bramble berries in the season – got some canned fruit in any case. If I had some sugar and some yeast, I could make wine. Damn rats have been into everything that wasn’t surrounded by metal. All the sugar’s gone. See,’ he turned to face Guppy once more, ‘you mash up the fruit and put lots of sugar in. The sugar turns to alcohol and the yeast helps it ferment. Actually, you can do without the yeast if the fruit’s a little rotten, but you can’t do without the sugar. It just makes mouldy fruit juice otherwise.’


Guppy’s mind fixed on sweet things. He wanted to impress this big man and get on his good side.


‘We could get some honey. What about that? There’s still bees in the parks. We could get some honey.’


Trader shook his head.


‘Nooo,’ he said, with beautifully rounded vowels. He had a very cultured voice, which made Guppy feel ill at ease. He distrusted intelligent people and an accent like that usually denoted an educated user. ‘Nooo, that won’t do at all, will it?’ The last two words were completely opposite in tone from the rest of his reply, which had been full of confident rejection of the idea. They were a plea.


Rupert said, ‘Could be that honey might do it, Trader. Maybe you got yourself a partner too, in this Guppy? Maybe he’s been sent to help us both?’


Trader came right up close to Guppy, who could smell his breath. It smelled of beans and it made Guppy feel hungry. However, Trader seemed excited, his nose only an inch from Guppy’s face.


‘Do you know,’ said the big man, ‘you can make wine out of anything, even old boots, if you’ve got sugar and yeast. That’s true. That’s true. Anything in this world that had a bit of life in it once. Of course, it would probably taste like boots, so there’s not much point, but it still illustrates something, doesn’t it?’
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