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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.


      




A LITTLE TOUR OF HELL


Mary had dreamed up and instigated a family camping tour, so here they all were in Marrakesh: one Daddy, one Mummy, two boys under ten and a little girl aged five, with a very old tent and a very old but thus-far reliable car. It was a grand tour, much envied by their less adventurous friends, most of whom thought that ‘roughing it’ with children was too much. They had proved to be right, and Mary, holding the trembling hand of little Alice, thought: ‘Well, I asked for this.’ They surveyed the frightful scene before them for only a few moments before they fled, Mary praying that the child would not remember, had not understood. In mistake for a Ladies, they had wandered into an open yard full of Arab men crouching amongst great piles and streams of steaming, stinking shit. Dozens of dark and hostile eyes had turned towards them; faces had split in evil grins full of black spaces; shouts, curses, laughter followed their hasty exit. Outside, Alice danced from one foot to the other crying ‘I want to wee I want to wee!’ so Mary hid the child behind her own skirt, and the dust just outside the ancient and glamorous city of Marrakesh was slaked with little girl’s pee. And for herself and the dysentery? Nowhere. The rest of the family came wandering over from their parked car which was being climbed upon by ragged little Arabs, who everywhere followed them. John saw Mary’s silent tears and the look he tried to conceal was one of despair and boredom; he had had enough of Mary’s bowels; her constant need for facilities was haunting the journey. Nobody else in the family ever seemed to get ill, it was a mystery. A vision haunted Mary too, a naked bum from which was emerging … and once again she tried to send away bad images, all the time. She had seen and heard and smelled things which she had thought would be all part of the adventure, but which had already undermined her completely. She wished she was back home.


How ironic. She, the least xenophobic of people, now heard someone in her head cry ‘Dirty Arabs!’ Where had her willingness to understand other cultures, to explore, gone … where was her usual stamina? Down a series of nightmarish drains.


It wasn’t just the Arabs; France, Portugal, Spain, she hadn’t realised how primitive the plumbing would be. Twenty years ago she had heard Americans being horrified at English plumbing and habits. Was she now over-civilised, a slave to sanitation? Travel was narrowing her mind to a deep longing for a clean bathroom, completely private, an untouched roll of paper to use, a sparkling bidet, proper seats and infinite flushings. Ecologically unsound, infinite flushings. But what a delight. Long showers, deep baths. Clean. Clean.


She limped back to the car and stayed silent until they reached their spot on the huge campsite, unfortunately far from the showers from one point of view, because Mary was limping with a foot swollen and turning black because of a mosquito bite which had become infected. She hadn’t dared consult an Arab doctor in case he cut a lump out of her ankle and charged her a fortune, without anaesthetic or recourse. She took huge doses of Vitamin C and hoped it would heal by itself. But it was rather painful and the darkness of it was creeping up her leg. John had said, bathe it in alternate hot and cold water, but this was of course impossible – everything in the way of water was never far from tepid, doubtless accounting for the dysentery. Those sterilising tablets must have gone off or something.


At the toilets there was a long queue. She hoped John would at least begin to prepare their meal or the children would become impatient and whine. Someone came staggering out, handkerchief over mouth, eyes rolling. Everyone had a pail of water, and she filled hers from the tank – greenish, horrible water. No flushes. It was as bad as a concentration camp, she thought bitterly, we could all be doomed, and I’m supposed to be on my holidays!


She got her turn for a cabin eventually without fainting in the smelly heat, and quelled her dread at the sight of the concrete feet, slippery, either side of the bottomless pit designed to swallow valuable jewellery, car keys and indeed anything except that which it should. It was impossible to squat over these with pants around ankles – they had to be removed, and to do this, shoes which had trodden in the mire needed to be removed. A sort of game of Pirates ensued, in which the penalty for touching the ground with a bare foot was some vile disease. Her sandal on the swollen foot was held on with string for it would no longer fasten across the swelling, and the string had become knotted. She managed to break it but the sandal flew off into the horrible shithole, not quite disappearing, just breaking the surface as if testing the water before a dive.


‘Oh Jesus God, I wish I was bloody well dead!’ she yelled in miserable fury, tears and snot dripping down the front of her dress, the hem of which now also trailed the slimy floor. Sweat ran in streams from her; she thought she might throw up; her insides dealt with their contents as if mortally offended and she clutched her toilet paper as if it had been a prayerbook, help help me please.


‘Are you all right?’ came an elderly disapproving voice from outside. Knocking rattled the door.


‘I won’t be long,’ snivelled Mary guiltily, hating as ever being waited for, unable to function if anyone could hear. All pride gone though, she managed wretchedly to wash her sandal in the pail of water, get herself together and hurl the water down the vile hole which retaliated by backing up so that she had to get out of there quickly, bad foot or not. The whole queue stared with hostility at the woman who dared to wish she was dead. Mary felt like the bad girl of the Guide troupe, the one who grumbled at the mozzies and having beans every night, the one who spat out the lumps in the cocoa, the girl with no grit or pluck. They all looked away as she, the disgrace of the camp, put her pail back on the stack and slithered off in her unfastened sandals. Nobody here grumbled or complained. Perhaps it was what they were used to at home!


Next day they were watching the buskers in the main square, a famous troupe of dancing drummers. A crazy-looking man in a Fez whirled his tassel; the safi drums were exciting; the dancers were probably stoned on kif. Mary and John were not – they didn’t have the knowledge or courage to find the stuff here. Mary loved to dance, and was stamping her feet to the rhythm; her foot was numb and she thought: ‘I am getting high on blood poisoning and weakness. Kierkegaard was right, the losers are the winners.’ But behind that lurked floating visions of various toilets like torture chambers – she could not elide them. She was haunted by things more powerful than the positive thoughts she tried to summon: the beautiful mountains of central Portugal with the cork oaks like giant cigarettes, the stars over the Atlas Mountains numerous and brighter than any others she had ever seen, fish in clean water in Spain – all perished. Baskets full of used paper in the corners of foreign lavatories, encrusted bowls never washed, buzzing flies, huge threatening spiders even bigger than the ones she had feared in childhood in her Aunt’s outside country dunny. Vile bidets designed to pass on VD which nobody would believe had not come from some exotic encounter with a romantic Arab. Slimy floors swimming with unknown germs with hind legs like kangaroos all ready to leap up into her crotch. Floors wet by men who could not aim straight, the stench of garlic twisted into the putrid rivulets, rising to stay in her nose through mealtimes. Wooden seats soaked in historic crud, or no seats, and these she tried to cover with reams of paper which always slid aside, and never, never, never a clean toilet roll or proper soap and water to wash, oh heavens, she was probably going mad, this was surely the stuff of paranoia?


Perhaps, however, she had become ill after accidentally swallowing some water from a swimming pool, which in well over a hundred degrees Fahrenheit had been deep green by evening and as warm as soup? At that campsite all the toilets had been completely blocked until some Germans complained loud enough to make a cursing Arab come with a rod and a hosepipe. There was something to be said for Germans after all.


To the rhythm of the safi drums she threw coins into the insistent Fez, hypnotised by the eyes of its owner, and recalled a campsite by the sea where everything smelled faintly bad, an unhealthy miasma polluting the water, her clothes, the food, the air, her soul. Perhaps it had been the herb which made rice stink of sewage, perhaps it was asafoetida, she did not know but it reeked powerfully and she felt she would never forget it.


‘I feel high,’ she said to John, who seemed not to hear. She was shivering in the heat. Was that malaria? Was her extreme fatigue bilharzia? Was the series of sharp pains in her liver the wriggling of twenty-foot worms emerging from the cysts which she had watched a butcher excising from lamb’s liver, instantly bringing on an attack of vomiting? She would finish up being an exhibit at the London Institute of Tropical Diseases. She didn’t care any more.


That night, after pouring Jeyes’ Fluid into a plastic pail and hiding it under the tent flap, because if she had a night-time emergency she could not and would not limp across a dark expanse of tripping tent-pegs over unseen scorpions, she wrote some cards to send home to the various friends.


‘You may think that being abroad is lazing in the sun with a bottle of wine, it isn’t. It is crouching in a shit-hole wishing you had a bottle of Domestos. Wish you were here.’


They packed up to move on next morning, the children bouncing and squealing with anticipation, healthy and full of energy as usual. John backed the car and then moved forwards and Mary checked their site to make sure they had left nothing. The car wheel had squashed a scorpion which had lurked where their tent had been pitched. It wriggled over its own squashed body trying to sting its enemy.


‘You’re lucky!’ she shouted at it, and then began to laugh as she got in the car. She began to laugh so much she could not explain to them why she was laughing. She cackled and hooted, the laugh of a wicked demon, thoroughly at home in Hell at last.


Leamington Spa, 1985




SPAGHETTI HALIFAX


Alice was eighteen and would have liked to have been even more sophisticated. Her models included Lauren Bacall and Barbara Goalen, and she owned very high heels, a long furled umbrella in black silk, with a tassel, and long black gloves to wear with sleeveless dresses. She was far too fat to be really elegant, but struggled with the problem intermittently. It was very solid weight – nobody could call her flabby. A wasp-waist corset was a help if a torture.


While her parents were away and she too was on holiday but remaining at home (the seaside was such a bore, especially with parents) she decided to invite friends to dinner. She had never been to nor held a dinner party: people in Halifax had dinner at lunchtime and high tea or supper, but in London, elegant people had dinner parties. She had the kind of friends who would appreciate such an event, for she painted scenery for the amateur theatrical society. Many of its members were very sophisticated. Joan Harwell had given her father a cocktail shaker for Christmas, Nigel Dixon had been to Paris, and Percy Smith owned a Rover car with a cigarette lighter in the dashboard. Also, Marion Trent carried a chihuahua around in her handbag and used a cigarette holder. Alice knew that these people were not friends in every sense of the word, but she was often included in invitations to their parties and outings, and her sophistication, tinged heavily with Bohemianism, made her welcome as one of the crowd. It was fun. Everyone called everyone else ‘darling’ frequently, and when Alice had had a few drinks she believed that she sounded like Tallulah Bankhead.


She imagined the dinner to be candlelit. Failing good silver and crystal, the candles would be in bottles standing on a check tablecloth. Where to find the bottles? Not a problem. Alice had worked in a wine and spirit merchant’s and there were empty Chianti bottles in the warehouse. But first invite the guests. Many were at work or rehearsing.


Tom and Malcolm and Terry and Joan – the first two on vacation from University and Art College, Terry on leave from the Airforce and Joan usually available for a bit of fun, although she had so many men friends there might be a problem. After much discussion the event turned into a lunch party, with just Tom and Malcolm. Not quite what she had wanted, but on reflection more sophisticated. ‘I’m having a little lunch, darling, it would be divine if you could pop along…?’ They could pop along, wonderful darling, how original! Nobody would ever have thought that any of them came from Yorkshire: Tom sounded like Noel Coward, Malcolm was very middle class anyway and imitated his English professors, and Alice affected many voices, all sophisticated. The shadow of the mills and the blunt Philistinism of Halifax could be softened with a little Art and fantasy. The first question then was: ‘What did one have for a lunch party?’ Usually she had a tin of soup or baked beans with pork sausages, eaten in front of the electric fire, or in summer, at off-diet times, bread and cheese or meat-paste. But this occasion needed something a bit more exotic and interesting than that, preferably something none of them had ever eaten before. She looked through the cupboards for inspiration. There was a bottle of Daddie’s sauce, a tin of dry mustard, sugar, some dusty mixed herbs used only for Christmas poultry stuffing, and a can of Heinz spaghetti.


At five years of age she had been left with a childminder during the holidays and had been given Heinz spaghetti every day for lunch – the woman had owned three large cardboard boxes of the stuff. She had been unable to touch it because it looked like worms, but now the can inspired her. Spaghetti Bolognaise, the food of artists in Chelsea, eaten in little Italian restaurants, beards wagging with intelligent talk, pale intense women listening avidly, adoringly, trips to Italy to look at the Sistine ceiling. Ideal. But what on earth was Spaghetti Bolognaise? There were no Italian restaurants in Halifax although a rumour of one had been heard, and women’s magazines only gave recipes for how to use up stale bread or how to astonish your husband by putting a few raisins into shredded cabbage. It did not occur to her to go to the library; she felt no need. Inspiration was alight. The thing was to work on instinct. The colour was the key; it was surely red with tomatoes. Italian tomatoes were a funny shape in cans but that was surely the thing to use? Her mother despised all things foreign, especially German and Italian. She called the Germans Krauts and the Italians Yellow Bellies. Alice had seen Italians crowded into the back of a lorry, all wearing knitted hats. Prisoners. Rather exciting that had been but they had not been jabbering away in Italian, they had looked depressed. The Italy in Alice’s mind was different. It was full of handsome men with flashing smiles, it was hot and sunny, everyone drank wine and every time you got out a cigarette a man lit it for you.


She went shopping on the morning of the lunch. First, to the wine and spirit merchant’s where she had been an unsuitable junior clerk. The Chianti bottles were not now needed but wine clearly was. The firm sold hardly any wine except at Christmas, but it was all there in the stockroom. Alice hadn’t a clue what to ask for – she had never tasted table wine. Had she realised that Chianti was Italian she would have asked for that first.


‘Well what do you plan to eat?’ asked Janet, the secretary, obviously very impressed with the life Alice was leading. Janet knew about wine, was twenty-seven, and had spent the best years of her life in the ATS waving her knickers around her head in the dorm. She swore gloriously in a ‘County’ Cheshire accent.


‘Oh, Spaghetti Bolognaise, I thought, something simple you know.’


‘Well the Chianti doesn’t travel well really, tastes like fucking catpiss, I’d have a claret if I were you.’


‘Fine, good idea. Claret.’ It was rather expensive, but if it was as strong as whiskey they wouldn’t need more than one bottle.


‘Just a couple of friends on vacation from University, nothing elaborate. Helps to kill the time.’


Alice set off for the shops with her tissue-wrapped claret, pondering over Janet’s parting advice, which was to air the wine and serve it at room temperature. She didn’t see how, if you put it to air, it would be at room temperature, and anyway, which room?


It proved difficult to get spaghetti: three shops offered her the canned stuff and looked at her daft when she explained that she wanted ‘proper’ spaghetti. She had seen it somewhere, wrapped in blue paper, but could not remember where. Perhaps on that day out in Manchester. But dear old Webster’s, the shop where the Rolls parked outside, where large women in fur coats with little dogs dressed in tartan shopped and where you could get real crumpets, came to the rescue.


‘Certainly Madam, anything else Madam?’ She hadn’t a clue besides the canned tomatoes. Mushrooms yes. Her domestic science teacher had said that mushrooms improved the flavour of anything because of monosodium glutamate which excited the taste buds. They never had mushrooms at home – her mother said they were an acquired taste. She was just thinking, thankyou, she told the man who was pestering her for what she wanted. Cheese. Half a pound of Cheshire, her favourite, and the shopping was complete. It never occurred to her that the sauce might contain meat, especially minced. Her mother never bought mince – she said it was all the sweepings up off the butcher’s floor. She arrived home with a little more than an hour to spare.


Her first job was to completely clean off all her makeup and do an elaborate fresh job. Woman magazine repeated often that if you did not do this you would look stale. None of her friends had ever seen her real face, and she certainly wanted to look fresh and be well-groomed. Then she hastily whisked the dust off the furniture and got to work in the tiny kitchen which had once been a box-room for this was a first-floor flat. There was just room enough to work between the sink and the cooker, although banged heads were a continual hazard from the shelf.


She did not read the spaghetti packet but guessed correctly that it should be boiled. How to get it into even the big stewpan presented a problem, for surely it should not be broken up? She put a little water into the pan, remembering that all vegetables (spaghetti was made from wheat and was therefore vegetable) should be cooked in as little water as possible to preserve the vitamins. She dipped it in experimentally and it did indeed soften and was soon all forced in, bubbling away, so she rammed down the lid and concentrated on the other ingredients. Peeling the mushrooms was boring and fiddly. She felt sure they would be okay not peeled but perhaps they were poisonous like rhubarb? Didn’t want people dying at her first lunch. She put them into the frying pan which had plenty of bacon drippings in it, and some lard for good measure and then threw in the tomatoes. It did not look exciting. She was getting extremely hungry, what with having been in Webster’s within reach of their wondrous Jap cakes and rum truffles. Pity that she had not bought some to finish off the meal, and possibly one to eat now. There was a confectioner nearby so she dashed out and got three bride slices, not at all posh but very nice. She arranged these on a plate with the only doyleys they had which had holly round the edge, but perhaps that did not matter. Upon her return to the kitchen she found the spaghetti had forced its way out of the pan and was wriggling over the cooker, drying up and burning.


‘Bloody Hell, it doesn’t half swell up!’ How could she have known she would not need the whole packet at one go? She threw some out and poured cold water into the pan and put it back to cook some more. It had been very dry and hard, it probably needed to cook for about an hour, but Tom and Malcolm would be here in half an hour. The stuff in the frying pan was bubbling and getting thick but tasted of almost nothing. So much for mushrooms making things taste good. Humph.
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