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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 Plastic Abyss


DOROTHY PAUSED AT THE DOOR TO THE LIVING ROOM and listened for a moment. Her husband was talking, his voice insistent, not raised, never, ever raised, but inescapable. She deliberately didn’t hear the words, listened instead to the tone, the quality of his voice that now made his words sound so much more meaningful than they had been when he had practiced on her in halting phrases, stumbling over his ideas, garbling them. She was the yellow pulp paper on which he tried out his first draft; the guests who listened soberly were fine, smooth, twenty-pound bond. She turned from the door, to go back to the patio where she had retreated several minutes earlier. No one expected her to rejoin them that night, although no one would object if she did; they all liked Gary’s pretty, young wife. She sat down and looked past the pool out over the sand to the ocean shimmering under a gibbous moon.


After a few moments she knew that she couldn’t sit still any longer and she walked outside, kicked off her sandals, and went down to the hard sand of the high-tide mark and watched the play of waves. The sand felt cool to her bare feet, the wind cool on her cheeks. She wished that she had stopped to put on her bathing suit, or shorts; the wind was whipping her skirt about her legs. The light from the moon caught on the advancing front of the waves, creating gleaming yellow and black walls. The waves broke and the light shattered into thousands, millions of pieces, fractured, lost. And new walls formed. Farther out there was a broad undulating avenue of gold that stretched forever.


The walls advanced, broke, shattered. She started to stroll along the edge of the water. The golden avenue moved with her, inviting her to walk away. She thought of the talk going on in her house: Gary insistent, driving; Mr. Rosenthal, head of the legal department, listening inscrutably; Dr. Jarvis, a Ph.D. psychologist who was the public relations department, listening with his eyes half closed, doodling but making notes from the doodles that later he would be able to decipher. The other three men also listening raptly, taking their cue from Rosenthal and Jarvis. Gary talking: “Gentlemen, think of what I am saying. This material can absorb eighty-five percent of all the radiant energy that strikes it. Absorb it and turn it into electricity to be stored in self-contained batteries—starlight, sunlight, moonlight, artificial light, radio waves. You name it. With the additional research that a government contract will make possible, we hope to increase that capacity to plus ninety percent.” But more polished, smoother. That was the first draft.


“Wouldn’t that create an abyss?” she had asked, during dress rehearsal.


“Could. But, we can project whatever we want, and that’s what will be seen.”


“Illusion, then. Another shade of reality.”


“Don’t go mystical on me, Dorothy. Reality doesn’t come in shades or gradations. It is real or it isn’t. This table is real. This house. You. I. A projected image is a real image. It’s just the damn semantics that makes that statement sound contradictory.”


She touched the table as he had, a pale polished table with curved legs, on heavy glass rug protectors. The rug beneath it was pale blue, deeply carved, inches thick. She slid her foot on the rug.


“Honey, what’s wrong?” Gary was watching her intently.


“Nothing. Nothing. Sometimes none of this seems real, or if it is, then I can’t be. I don’t know.”


He took her hands, laughing, and pulled her to her feet. She was tall, they were well matched. She hardly tilted her head at all for his kiss. When the kiss was over, her heart was beating harder, and she could feel the pulse in her throat, and the heat on her cheeks flushing them. He looked at her, still smiling. “Real?”


She nodded, and arm in arm they walked through the living room, into a hall, into the bedroom. Their love-making was hard, intense, almost desperate, she thought later when it was over, and she was almost asleep in his arms, drifting, wondering why he was so desperate about making love to her, wondering why, when she closed her eyes, the house was so hard to believe in, wondering why, when Gary was away, he became less real to her. She should go back to work, back to writing articles, to traveling, prying, learning. Vegetating luxuriously was not good for her. Old man Davenport would be happy if she expressed an interest in writing the biography of his grandfather, or even an article about his attempts to clear the name of his grandfather. She could move her things to one of the spare bedrooms, make an office there, repaint it, haul out Vickie’s furniture… Not Vickie’s, Gary’s. He had selected everything for the house, hired the decorator and made all the arrangements. Not Vickie’s things. But it felt like Vickie’s house. She stirred restlessly, but settled down again almost immediately without waking up more than she was already. In her near dream state she could see the guest room outfitted as an office: steel blue walls, cold blue, with silver in the drapes, straight lines, hard surfaces where thoughts bounced, gathered strength, didn’t suffocate in plush softness.


She still recalled the dream image vividly. Was it a real image, projected into her consciousness from … where? It seemed more real than the fairy-tale house with its women’s magazine interior.


The walls of moonlight advanced and broke up into millions of pieces and each gleaming bit was lost. Like a phoenix a new wall grew, solid, glowing with light. She was in a strange city where all the buildings were polished marble, windowless as high as she could see, unbroken, green shading to black with specks of gold and silver. In both directions the broad, empty street vanished in solid darkness. The walls formed a broad upright avenue with a strip of light above them, but even as she noticed the light of the sky, it faded and darkened and there were only the walls. She walked, touching the wall on her left, letting her hand run along its smooth surface. It was cool, smooth as glass. Soon there would be a doorway, an arch, or a mall with windows and showcases. She moved soundlessly in a silent world, and she came to the corner and turned, keeping her hand on the wall. The corner was sharp, unequivocal. Soon now there would be a door, a section of show windows. Why was no one else about? She could hear only her own breathing and, looking down, realized that she was being so quiet because she had no shoes on. The sidewalk was twenty feet wide here, then the street at least twice that width, another sidewalk, another wall, faceless and unbroken. Another corner. She was content to walk, thinking. If you stare into the abyss long enough, the abyss stares back. Nietzsche? But if they were projecting images on top of the abyss, could you see if anything stared back? Or would it be a one-way view? No gradations in reality. Everything out there is a projection; only I am real. Whose projection?


A long wall, green shading to black, flecked with silver and gold, sometimes the silver and gold predominating, sometimes not. Unbroken, smooth, hard, cool. An abrupt figure-ground shift, and the walls were now horizontal, with broad golden avenues radiating from a center that was distant, that became the vanishing point. A change in her direction to step onto the golden avenue.


“Hi!”


She stopped, ankle deep in water that chilled her legs as the waves broke in their rush to land, sending spray to her knees. She turned and looked about wildly, not knowing where she was, or who had spoken. Then she saw a figure, a man. The moonlight was too dim now to see more than that, a man, a figure.


She left the water and looked up and down the beach uncertainly. She couldn’t recognize any of it.


“Cigarette?” The man came toward her holding out a pack. She took one and he struck a match for her, cupping it with both hands until she had a light, shielding the flame, also concealing his face while examining hers.


“Thanks,” she said, and started to move away, turning around, the water to her right. The man fell into step beside her, not talking. They walked side by side until her cigarette was gone, then she said, “Do you live around here?”


“Yes. You?”


“Right down there,” she said, pointing generally down the beach. She still didn’t know how far she had walked. She wanted to add, with my husband, but didn’t. He wasn’t being pushy, or even friendly, really. It was rather as if they both happened to be going in the same direction and it would have been more awkward to walk with beach separating them than it was to walk side by side. Then she saw the DePuys’ house and involuntarily she sighed her relief. Along with her relief came a feeling of shocked surprise. This was at least a mile from her house. What had possessed her to walk so far? She felt as if she must have been sleepwalking, and the whole thing was vague and dreamlike. She could remember no thoughts that had preoccupied her, nothing.


When they got within sight of her house, the strange man stopped. “So long, Mrs. Hazlett.”


Dorothy felt a touch of surprise. He knew her? She tried to see his face again, but there was too little light. “Good-by,” she said. As she walked on she had the feeling that he was still standing there, watching her. She didn’t turn around to see. At the walk that marked her yard, she did look, but the white sand stretched in both directions unbroken, uninhabited. She continued to the arched entrance of the garden, stopped for her sandals, and headed for the outside shower to clean the sand from her feet. She was thinking what a curious encounter it had been with the man on the beach, wondering who he was, how he happened to know her name and house. Off to her right, hidden by a shadow-like oleander with pale blossoms floating about it, was the swimming pool and clusters of patio furniture. She heard a clink of ice against glass and she paused with her hand on the shower faucet. Gary and his guests out for a late swim?


“Will Davenport make a patent application for this new development?”


“If Hazlett gets his way.”


“Stall things awhile. Give me time to get in touch with Brock. I’ll get back to you in a couple of days.”


They moved away and there was a splash from the pool. Dorothy hadn’t recognized either of the voices. She didn’t turn on the water after all, but went around the house and entered her bedroom suite through a French window. The house was cold. She adjusted the air-conditioner and showered, and then paced, waiting for Gary to return.


Gary came in with his terry robe across his shoulders. He grinned at Dorothy and tossed his robe to a chair and began to undo his belt on the brief bathing suit, exposing a strip of white skin.


“Did we wake you up?”


“I wasn’t asleep yet. Gary, who is Brock? I heard two of those men talking about a Brock…”


He was paying no attention to her. He stripped off his trunks and, carrying them, started to the shower. Only the narrow band that his trunks covered was pale, everywhere else he was suntanned to a deep red-brown, an Indian color. Every morning he swam a mile, then trotted back along the beach that same mile. His eyes were like pale milk chocolate, and his hair was bleached out almost blond. “Nice party,” he said. “I think Jarvis is completely sold, and that means a lot at this point. He’ll swing old man Davenport to our side.”


“Gary? Do you know anyone named Brock?”


He paused in the doorway to the bathroom. “Brock? Don’t think so. Why?”


“I told you. I heard two of your guests talking. One said to stall you until he gets in touch with Brock…”


Gary shrugged and turned from her to enter the bathroom. Dorothy followed him. “It sounded like a conspiracy or something.”


Gary stopped and turned once more, smiling gently at her. “Honey, you were dreaming. How could you have heard anyone talking? It was a dream.”


She shook her head. “I wasn’t in bed yet. I was coming back from a walk on the beach. On the other side of the bushes by the pool I could hear them talking. One said that the other one should stall until he got in touch with Brock. The other one said all right, or something, and they both moved away toward the pool. I heard them clearly.”


Gary touched her cheek lightly and shook his head. “Baby, I came in to see if you wanted to take a dip with us. You were asleep. You must have heard me moving about, getting my suit on. It started you dreaming.”


“For heaven’s sake, Gary, I should know if I was in bed asleep or not. I heard them!”


“Okay. We’ll talk about it in the morning.” He stepped into the shower and pulled the sliding doors shut.


Dorothy turned furiously back to the bedroom and stopped. The bed was mussed, her pillow indented, the top sheet thrown back diagonally across the bed, like a streamer of blue flowers against a paler blue bottom sheet. Her slippers were there, one on its side, the other straight, the way she usually left them. The book she had been reading that week was on the table, along with her cigarettes and lighter, cigarette stubs in the ashtray. Behind her was a pounding like a waterfall in the shower, but when she moved a step farther from the door, she moved into a profound silence, and all she could see was the ashtray with cigarette stubs, all she could hear was the ticking of the slender clock that was on the table, with silver hands now indicating three-fifteen. After three? Impossible. She had left the living room before twelve.


Angrily she shook her head and sat down at the dressing table and brushed her hair hard. When Gary emerged from the shower, toweling himself, she said, “Okay, joke’s over. This is a side you’ve kept pretty well hidden, you know. Practical jokes at three in the morning somehow just don’t seem all that funny.” She stared at him in the mirror and pulled the brush; electricity from her hair crackled in the silence that followed. Gary’s face showed surprise, then bewilderment, and finally resignation. He shrugged and pulled back the bedspread from the second bed. Dorothy continued to watch his reflection. “Why did you do that?” She pointed to her bed. “When did you do it?”


“Honey, let’s go to sleep now. We’ll talk about it in the morning.”


He rolled over. Dorothy lay awake until dawn when the heavy drapes gave the early light a dusky, used look. She fell asleep to dream of herself trying to peer around a corner where she knew she would find another version of the same girl, also trying to peer around the corner, from the other direction.


She woke up when Gary did, but she didn’t get up, or speak to him. She kept her eyes closed and listened to his movements about the bedroom, in the dressing room, the bathroom, back to the bedroom. He stopped at the hall door, and for a moment she thought he would say something to her, but then he left, and soon afterward she heard the car start, crunch on the pebble driveway, and fade away. A gull screeched.


The men were due for lunch with old Mr. Davenport at twelve-thirty, and sometime after four Gary would be back alone. She resolved never to bring up his stupid practical joke again, or to mention Brock, or the conspiratorial exchange, anything from the night before.


Gary was in a black mood when he returned. “Davenport is cracking up, the old bastard,” he said, mixing a martini. “He doesn’t give a damn about this new idea. All he has on his mind now is that goddam celebration he’s so hot about. For chrissake why’s it so important to him to prove his grandfather was innocent? Who gives a damn?”


“That’s only half of it,” Dorothy said. “The half he understands and talks about. The other reasons, the ones he can’t even put into words, are more to the point. He has to reenact the past to make it real. It’s disconnected now, and things have to be tied together or we forget them. How can something be real if it isn’t remembered? So by making it live again, even by proxy, the past will be realer, his place in the present will be firmer. There has to be a feeling of continuity.”


“Good God,” Gary said. “The old man wants his family name cleared. It’s as simple as that. Pride. Just don’t go profound on me right now. Okay?”


“This sort of mysticism is as simple as the mind of the most childish ancestor worshiper. It isn’t especially profound. This is one of the ways we have of knowing our own reality. Through our parents, and their parents.” Deliberately Dorothy goaded him, still angry with him for the not-so-funny joke and his refusal to admit to it. She knew he didn’t want her to talk, she was supposed to listen to him, or, at best, to talk about what he wanted to hear. She realized with surprise how her own interests had dwindled and dropped away since their marriage.


“That’s drivel, and you know it.”


“No. It really isn’t. We keep heirlooms, other people’s if not our own. Antiques. Name our children for grandparents. Erect elaborate cenotaphs …”


“To prove we’re real?”


“Yes.”


“Honey, just shut up. Right?” She grinned, but he was not amused, didn’t even notice. “The old man’s cracked on this subject. Okay, so we go along with him, play it his way. On Tuesday he wants us to have dinner with him and meet the reincarnation of his grandfather.” Gary slammed his fist on the bar in frustration. He stared at his clenched fist for a moment, then relaxed it. “We don’t have anything lined up for the weekend, do we, anything we can’t get out of?”


“Joanne’s coming. You promised her that you’d go sailing with her this time. That’s all.”


He shrugged it off. Joanne was his seventeen-year-old daughter. She lived with his first wife in Atlanta. “You and Jo can take the boat out. She doesn’t need me. Okay?” Taking his drink with him, he started for the door. “I’ll be back in a few minutes. A couple of calls to make.”


They both knew that Joanne wouldn’t go sailing with Dorothy, that she would sulk the entire weekend if he broke his promise again, but they pretended that it would be all right. Dorothy poured a second cup of coffee for herself and wandered to the patio while Gary made telephone calls, and when he joined her there, it was dark. She could only guess from the tone of his voice that his plans were not going well.


Softly she said, “Why do you have to push so hard, Gary? It isn’t your discovery, your company. You just work for Davenport. Why does it mean so much?”


“You wouldn’t understand,” he said.


“Try me.”


“What’s the use? The fact that you have to ask indicates that you don’t see it at all.” He sounded irritated with her and Dorothy let it drop. They were both silent for the next ten minutes or more. The moon, fuller, yellower than it had been the night before, softened the darkness, turned the sky into a pale backdrop; against it the swaying palm trees were black. Dorothy was thinking of Joanne and the inevitable icy reaction to the news that her father would be tied up Saturday and Sunday. She sighed. There had been a time when she was able to blame the failure of Gary’s first marriage entirely on Vickie, but no longer. He was spoiled, petulant when crossed, demanding … And she loved him. Damn, damn, damn, she thought, dreading the weekend.


Joanne Hazlett stared defiantly at her mother. “He’ll talk to me this time, or I’ll lose the sails out in the gulf, or get a hole in the gas tank, or something.”


“Darling, I’m just warning you, don’t count too much on it.”


Joanne was so small, and slender, that she seemed younger than her seventeen years. Her waist-long hair made her look very much like Alice, Vickie was thinking, watching the barefoot girl pace furiously in the spacious apartment. Vickie was reminded of Joanne at eighteen months, stamping her fat foot, ordering imperiously, “Do it!” She wondered what would happen when Gary and Jo actually got on a collision course. They would, sooner or later. They were too alike to avoid it much longer, each one demanding the universe make way for him, each one refusing to be deterred from whatever path he happened to be on at any particular time. Thank God, she thought, that Jo is as tough as Gary is. And more resilient.


“Honey,” she said, “just one thing. Then I have to be going. If there is a snag. If Gary is tied up, or something comes up and you don’t get to talk to him, you might consider talking to Dorothy. I’m sure that she would see your side.”


“Oh, Mother, for heaven’s sake! Are you serious? Ask her for help?” Joanne was brought up short. She stared at Vickie. From the kitchen the dishwasher, changing cycles to rinse, sounded like an airplane landing in the apartment.


Vickie glanced at her watch and stood up. “Honey, I really do have to go. I told Walter I’d be in the lobby at nine. I won’t be late. We’re going to catch the show, then have a bite to eat and come back home. We’ll talk some more if you’re still up.” She drew on white doeskin gloves and glanced at herself in the hall mirror. Looking past her own image, she said to her daughter, “Don’t keep blaming her, Jo. It shows a certain immaturity in you, you know. People get lonesome. I can’t blame her. Or Gary. It just happens, that’s all.” She blew a kiss and left.


Joanne didn’t move until she was alone in the apartment, listening to the noisy dishwasher, and, beyond the outer door, the creaky elevator. Then she threw herself down on the couch and pounded the end pillow with her fist. “Damn,” she muttered. “God damn it all to hell.” Her mother and Walter? Was that the message? Walter, that smooth-faced hypocrite? She knew they were meeting in the lobby at Walter’s insistence, to avoid friction, keep things as smooth as possible between them. Would they spend the weekend together? She sat upright, shocked at the thought, accepting it. Her mother and Walter. Her father and Dorothy. Plastic, all of them. All of them pretending so hard, all of them so phony, always playing roles, being so nice and polite, and all the time just waiting for her to be out of the way so they could let down the masks, be themselves. She tried to imagine what her mother was like apart from her, alone with Walter, and she couldn’t. Another person, a stranger to her. She had sneaked into the hallway of the beach house once when a party was going on, just before the separation, and she had seen her mother standing close to a man who had his arm around her shoulder. There were others in the group, and now she knew that it had been meaningless, but then, at twelve, she had been frightened and indignant. She had wanted to run to them, to wrench his hand from her mother. She had searched the crowds for her father, wanting to warn him, to tell him to protect her mother, and when she had found him, in the midst of another group, his head had been close enough to touch the silver hair of another woman. Mrs. Joyner.


Was that why her mother was willing for her to go to Europe alone after finishing school? Expecting a fight, she had found no resistance at all. “I’m going one way or another. I want to live in France, for a year at least, and study art. I want to travel to Germany and Spain, and Norway, and … everywhere. If you and Dad won’t let me, then I’ll run away and go.”
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