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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.


      





1997



I’D BEEN intending to stay a few more days but, that afternoon, something changed my mind. It was the sight of myself in the mirror in my brother Bill’s bathroom. Stark naked, dripping wet, standing on one leg because I have only one leg to stand on, water running noisily out of the tub behind me, I decided to leave that very night.


Time was running out of me like the water out of that bathtub. The sight of myself in the long mirror on the door showed me that, all too clearly.


A mirror doesn’t lie to you. If it tells you that you look your fifty-seven years, then by God you do. And if there’s something you want to do, somewhere you want to go, then you’d better start the doing and the going. You’d better start using the time that’s left in you, because you can’t stop it from running out. You can stop water from running out of a tub by putting the plug back in, but there isn’t any plug that can stop time from running out of you. Oh, you can slow it down. By living right. By letting the medics give you the works in geriatrics you can baby yourself past the century mark, but brother you’re still old at seventy.


In thirteen years I’d be seventy, I thought. Maybe I’d be old sooner than that, what with the way I’d lived most of the time, what with one foot—hell, one leg up to the knee—in the grave already.


It’s indecent and inhuman to put full length mirrors in bathroom doors. They cause narcissism in the young and unhappiness in the old.


After I dried myself and before I put my prosthetic leg back on, I hopped up on the bathroom scale and weighed myself. A hundred and twenty-six. Not too bad, I thought; I’d gained back seven of the fourteen pounds I’d lost. If I took even reasonable care of myself I’d have the rest of it back in another few weeks and I didn’t have to stay here until I had all of it back.


I looked at myself in the mirror again and this time it wasn’t so bad. It still had strength in it, that body, the wiry strength that’s better in the long run than heavy musculature. And now that the magnelite leg was back on it was a whole body, or looked like one.


The face above it wasn’t bad either; it too had a kind of strength in it.


I dressed and went downstairs, but I didn’t tell them yet. I waited until after dinner, until after Merlene went upstairs to put Easter and Bill Junior to bed. I knew there’d be an argument and I didn’t want the kids in on it. Bill Senior and Merlene I could handle; I could just agree with everything they said but tell them I was leaving anyway. But what can you do with Uncle Max, please don’t go stuff from kids.


Bill sat watching the viddy.


My kid brother, Bill. My kid brother with graying hair and a bald spot and no imagination. But a nice guy. Happily married, although he’d married late. A good steady job, good steady opinions.


But no taste whatsoever. He liked cowboy music. He was sitting listening to it now.


Out of space it came, that program. From Earth’s second artificial satellite, from the telestation twenty-two thousand miles out in empty space, revolving around Earth once a day as Earth turns once a day under and with it, staying always over Kansas, always twenty-two thousand miles over the tall corn of Kansas.


In full color, that program, tri-dimensional and out of space to Earth. And it was a man in a cowboy hat strumming a guitar and singing in a Texas accent:




Give me the lone pray-ree,
And a stallion wild and free …





I’d rather have given him a gelding than a stallion, but I’d have given him anything to shut up.


Bill liked it.


I wandered over to the picture window and stood looking out into the night. A fine view of Seattle, Bill had, from this window facing it and thirty miles away, atop a hill. A fine view especially on a clear night like this one, one of those rare but wonderful warm, bright evenings that can happen in the fall of the year.


Below, the lights of Seattle; above, the lights in the sky.


Behind me, a cowboy singing. Then the song ended and Bill flicked the toggle switch on the arm of his chair that cut off sound while the commercial was on.


In the sudden and blessed silence I said, “Bill, I’m leaving.”


He did what I’d hoped he wouldn’t do, but had known that he would. He walked over and shut off the viddy completely.


Cowboy music he was giving up. Just to argue with me, to try to talk me into staying longer.


To make it worse Merlene came back into the room just then. The kids must have gone to bed without putting up even a token battle about it. I’d counted on having Bill worn down by the time Merlene came downstairs to reinforce him. Now I had both of them at once. And Merlene had heard what I’d said.


She said “No.” Firmly. She sat down on the sofa and looked at me.


I said “Yes.” Mildly.


“Max Andrews, you’ve been here less than three weeks. You’re about halfway well now. You need at least another two weeks of rest and you know it.”


“Not full time rest,” I said. “I’ll take things easy for a while.”


Bill was back in his chair. He said, “Listen, Max—” I turned toward him but he bogged down. He turned to Merlene and I turned too.


Merlene said, “You’re not well enough to leave here yet and you know it.”


“Then I’ll no doubt fall down just outside. If I do, you can drag me back in and I’ll stay. Okay?”


She glared at me. Bill cleared his throat and I looked at him. He got as far as “Listen, Max—” and bogged down again.


Merlene said, “You and those itchy feet of yours.”


“Just one of them itches,” I told her. “Now, children, if this argument must continue, will you please sit together so I don’t get dizzy turning around to face whichever one of you is talking. Bill, will you please sit on the sofa by your wife?”


He got up and moved over. Not gracefully; he stumbled. But grace has never been one of Bill’s strong points. Opposite of Merlene; she’d been a dancer before they were married and every movement she made was graceful. She could change Easter’s diapers as though it were part of a ballet—and with no conscious knowledge that she was making a dance out of it; that was what made it so wonderful to watch.


Merlene said, “Please understand this, Max. We like having you here. We like you. It isn’t as though you are imposing on us, or anything like that. And you’re paying your own way, which helps the budget a lot.”


“It can’t help your budget,” I pointed out, “when you insist on charging me cost only and figuring it down to the penny. If you’d let me pay you a flat fifty a week, as I’d suggested—”


“Will you stay two more weeks if we let you pay it that way?”


I’d walked into that one. I said, “No, darling, I’m sorry.”


I counterattacked. “Listen,” I said, “you’re only two to one against me, but you can increase the odds. You know I’m crazy about Easter and Billy, and they can’t possibly be asleep yet. Why don’t you get them here too and tell them I’m leaving so they can cry about it and soften me with their salty little tears?”


Merlene glowered at me. “You—you—”


I grinned at Bill. “The reason she’s speechless is that she was thinking about doing just that and now she can’t. She was probably wondering already what pretext she could use for bringing them back downstairs.” I looked at Merlene. “But it really wouldn’t be fair, honey. I don’t mean to me—that doesn’t matter. I mean it wouldn’t be fair to them. It might disturb them emotionally, and to no purpose. Because no matter how much it disturbs either them or me I’m leaving tonight. I’ve got to.”


Bill sighed. He sat there looking at me sadly, my kid brother with his temples turning gray. He said, “I don’t suppose, then, that it’ll do any good to tell you I’ve been working at wangling you a job with Union Transport. A good job.”


“I’m a rocket mech, Bill. Union Transport doesn’t use rockets.”


“It would be administrative work, Max. From that point of view what’s the difference between rockets and stratojets?”


“I don’t like stratojets. That’s the difference.”


“Rockets are going out, Max. And besides—my God, you can’t be just a mech all your life.”


“Why can’t I? And damn it, rockets are not going out. Not until we get something better.”


Bill laughed. “Such as sewing machines?”


I’ll never live that sewing machine episode down.


I smiled back at him, though, because by now it was funny to me too. Maybe it had been funny even then. It had cost me nearly two weeks’ time and nearly a thousand dollars cash but a really good joke on yourself is worth at least that.


Bill cleared his throat again, but Merlene saved me. She said, “Oh, let him alone, Bill. He’s going, whatever we say, so why spoil the last evening?”


I walked across the room and patted her shoulder. “My angel,” I said. “Can we have a drink to that?”


For a moment she looked doubtful. I said patiently, “It’s all right, darling. I am not an alcoholic—at least not in the sense that I can’t do normal social drinking or even get pixilated once in a while without it ‘starting me off.’ Now in celebration of my imminent departure, may I mix us a round of martinis?”


She jumped up. “I’ll make them, Max.” She walked out of the room and her walk was a dance. Both Bill’s eyes and mine followed her.


“Good gal,” I told him.


“Max, why don’t you get married and settle down?”


“At my age? I’m too young to settle down.”


“Seriously.”


“I’m serious.”


Bill shook his head slowly. Well, that’s the way I felt about him and his way of life.


Merlene spared us pitying one another further by bringing in the drinks. We touched glasses.


“Luck to you, Max,” Merlene said. “Decided where you’re going?”


“San Francisco.”


“Rocket mech on Treasure Island again?”


“Probably, but not right away. I meant what I said about resting up a little first.”


“But why not stay here until you’re ready to go back to work?”


“Something happening there I want to look in on, maybe give a hand with. News item I heard on the viddy last night.”


Bill said, “Bet I know which item. That crazy dame who’s running for senator and wants to send a rocket to Jupiter. My God, Jupiter. What have Mars and Venus got us?”


My poor little brother, my poor brother who was rich in money and bereft of vision, my blind blind brother.


I said, “Listen, children, I’m going to catch the two A. M. jet plane. And it’s only eight o’clock now, so that’s six hours away. Here’s a suggestion. You two haven’t taken advantage of having an expert baby sitter since I’ve been here and this is your last chance. Why don’t you rev up the hellie and run into Seattle for an evening out. Night club or something, see some live entertainment. If you get back by one-thirty or so Bill can run me to the stratoport in plenty of time to make the plane.”


Merlene looked reproachful. “Your last evening here and you think we’d rather—”


“Whatever you’d rather,” I told her, “I’d rather you did. I’ve got some thinking to do and some planning. And some packing. Off with you.”


I talked them into it.


My suitcase by the door, ready. It wasn’t heavy; I travel lightly and live lightly. Physical possessions tie you down and God knows we’re tied down enough without them.


I went back upstairs to my bedroom, or to the room that had been my bedroom for the past three weeks and which was the guest room again now that all my things were out of it. This time I didn’t turn on the light. I tiptoed across the room quietly—as I had packed quietly, because it was right next to the room Billy and Easter were sleeping in—opened the window and stepped through it onto the railed upper porch.


It was a beautiful night. Warm and clear. Mount Ranier in the distance, the near distance.


Overhead and in the far distance the lights in the sky that are stars. The stars they tell us we can never reach because they are too far away. They lie; we’ll get there. If rockets won’t take us, something will.


There’s got to be an answer.


We got to the moon, didn’t we? And Mars and Venus—


Thank God I was in on that, back in the glorious sixties when man erupted suddenly into space, the first step, the first three steps toward the stars.


I was there, I was in on it. Spaceman First Class Max Andrews.


And now? What are we doing now to reach the stars?


The stars—listen, do you know what a star is?


Our sun is a star and all the stars in the sky are suns. We know now that most of them have planets revolving about them, as Earth and Mars and Venus and the other planets of the solar system revolve around our sun.


And there are a hell of a lot of stars.


That isn’t profanity; it’s understatement. There are about a thousand million stars in our own galaxy. A thousand million stars, most of them with planets. If they average only one planet apiece that’s a thousand million planets. If one out of a thousand of those planets happens to be Earth-type—one with a breathable atmosphere, about the same size and distance from its sun as Earth so its temperature and gravity would be similar—then there ought to be at least a million planets in our own galaxy which man can colonize and on which he can live a normal life, on which he can be fruitful and multiply.


A million worlds for us to reach and take and live on.


But that’s going to be only the start, the beginning. That’s only our own galaxy, as tiny in relation to the universe as our little solar system is to our galaxy.


There are a hell of a lot of galaxies. There are more galaxies of stars in the universe than there are stars in our own galaxy. At least a thousand million times a thousand million suns.


A million times a million planets, habitable by man. Do you know how that figures out? To twenty-five planets or so apiece for every member of the human race, every man, woman and child.


Since no one can populate a planet all by himself let’s say fifty planets per couple. Fifty planets, and if we hold the average population density down to three billion per planet, times fifty—we’ll have to get there first of course, but when we do it’s going to take a lot of multiplying to populate all those worlds. Well, the human race has always been good at that, hasn’t it?


Or maybe we’ll find some of them already populated. Well, that will be interesting too. Just what will they be populated with?


San Francisco at three-fifteen in the morning. The damn stratojet was late. They always are.


I bought a tabloid at the jetport on Angel Island and caught a helicab to Union Square, the only place right downtown where they’ll let the hellies land. To try my strength I walked up Nob Hill to the Mark; it winded me a little but not too badly.


The Mark’s an old hotel, run-down, and cheap—you can get a single for as little as fifteen a day. When I was a kid it was famous for its view of the harbor and the bridges; now there are mostly higher buildings around it. But if you can get a room above the seventh floor and on the California-Mason corner you can still see northeast over the low buildings of the Chinese section and you can see Treasure Island, where the rockets land. Maybe there’d be one going out or coming in tonight and even from a distance the sight of a rocket taking off or landing in the dark is a beautiful thing. I hadn’t seen a rocket for some months now and I was lonesome for the sight of one. I’d been away from them too long. So I asked for a high room in the right corner of the building.


The clerk told me they didn’t have one there, but for ten bucks he looked again and told me someone had checked out an hour ago, in the middle of the night, and that if I wanted to take a room that hadn’t been made up yet I could have it. I took it.


The room was a mess all right; the someone who’d just checked out had been a couple and obviously they’d done a lot of drinking and had had a fight in addition to using the bed and several of the towels. They’d got their money’s worth even if they’d stayed there only half the night.


But I didn’t give a damn about that. I pulled a chair over to the window and sat there, keeping watch on the lights of Treasure and the sky over it while I read the tabloid I’d bought on Angel. Skimmed it, rather, since there wasn’t anything in it on what I was interested in, the special election.


I put it down after a while and just watched for a rocket, and I thought about a lot of things. I thought about Bill’s son, Billy. At six, he still had the Dream; he still wanted to be a spaceman. He wanted the stars. I wondered if I’d helped make him that way or whether it had been space opera on the viddy, and then I decided that it didn’t matter. As long as he had the Dream, and if he kept it. One more starduster he’d be. One more crackpot. And every one of us counts. When there are enough of us—


Fog began to drift over the harbor as the sky grayed with dawn and I knew I wouldn’t be able to see a rocket any more if one took off or landed, so I went to sleep. There in the chair, not wanting to lie in or even on that rumpled messy bed. But I slept soundly.


The maid woke me, trying the door.


There was bright sunshine out the window and my wrist watch told me it was eleven o’clock and that I must have slept about seven hours. I was stiff when I got up out of the chair.


But I went to the door before she got away and told her I was going out for a short while and would appreciate it if she cleaned the room. Stiff, dirty and unshaven, I went downstairs for breakfast. Cleaning up and shaving could wait till the bathroom was cleaned up and had fresh towels. I wondered if the maid would think I messed up the room like that and then I decided it didn’t matter what she thought.


When I came back the room was clean and orderly and I took a shower and shaved. The stiffness was gone and I decided I felt pretty good.


I phoned Treasure Island and asked for the head mech, Rory Bursteder. His voice came on and I said, “This is Max, Rory. How’s everything?”


He said, “Max who?”


“Max No Difference,” I told him.


Rory roared, “Max Andrews! You son of a bitch you, where you been the last year?”


“Here and there. Mostly New Orleans.”


“Where you calling from?”


I told him.


“Get the hell over here fast. Start you right in.”


I said, “I don’t want to start work for about a week yet, Rory. Something I want to look into here, first.”


“Oh. The election, maybe?”


“Yeah. I just heard about it yesterday, up in Seattle. What’s the score?”


“Come on over and I’ll tell you. Or—wait a minute, got any plans for this evening?”


“Nope.”


“Then eat with me and the old lady. We’re still in Berkeley so this is halfway there for you. I’m off at six; meet me at the gate then and we’ll go the rest of the way together.”


“Swell,” I said. “But listen, what take-offs or landings are there this afternoon?”


“Only one. Paris rocket takes off at five-fifteen. Okay, I’ll leave word at the gate to get you in at five.”


Rory’s wife Bess is a wonderful cook. Not that I hadn’t enjoyed the meals at Bill’s, but Merlene is a little on the fancy side as a cook, worries as much about how a dish looks as how it tastes. Bess Bursteder’s cooking is old-fashioned and German, but she makes dumplings so light they need the thick rich gravy to keep them from rising off the plate and floating away, and the meat was so tender that it must have come from Circassian virgins, young ones.


We washed it down with ale and then sat back and relaxed. I couldn’t have got up if I’d wanted to.


I said, “Now tell me about the election deal, Rory.”


“Well—it looks like a fair chance.”


“That’s not what I meant, although I want to hear that too. Listen, all I heard was a few sentences of a newscast yesterday. All I know is some dame named Gallagher is running for senator from California and if she gets in she plans to introduce and back a bill making an appropriation to cover an expedition to go around Jupiter.”


“That’s right.”


“But damn it, that’s all I know. What are the details? First, how come a special election? I thought the governor of a state could appoint someone to finish the unexpired term of a senator who dies while in office.”


“You’re ten years out of date. Revised Statutes of nineteen eighty-seven—if a senatorship is vacated by death with more than half of the unexpired term remaining a special election must be held at a date to be set before the next session of Congress.”


“Oh. Well, that answers that. Now, who the hell is this Gallagher woman?”


“Ellen Gallagher, forty-five, widow of Ralph Gallagher who died while he was mayor of Los Angeles six or seven years ago. She struck out on her own in politics after that—she’d been active in them before, but only to work in her husband’s interests. Two terms in the California assembly since then, now running for senator. Next question.”


“What makes her tick? Is she a starduster?”


“No. But she’s a friend of Bradly of Caltech. Know of him?”


“I’ve read some of his stuff. A little stodgy, but good.”


“One of us, within limitations. He still kowtows to the relativists, thinks we’ll never exceed the speed of light. But anyway he sold the Gallagher dame on the Jupiter run—only hell, why didn’t she keep her hatch shut about it until after she got in? California’s pretty conservationist and jetting off may cost her the election.”


“We’ll have to see it doesn’t. Who’s bucking her?”


“Guy named Layton, Dwight Layton, of Sacramento. Ex-mayor there and has a machine. Crooked as they come. Conservationist.”


I shuddered. “Is that all?”


“He’s buying a lot of viddy time and he’s a smooth talker. He says mankind is wasting his most valuable resource, uranium, spending it in prodigious quantities to maintain valueless minor colonies on a dead moon and dead Mars. Earth is impoverishing itself in the futile effort to make a long-since-proved-impractical dream come true. Over a hundred billion dollars spent on Mars alone, and what is there of value to us on Mars? Sand and lichens, not enough air to support human life, bitter cold. Yet we spend more millions every year to supply a few dozen people who are mad enough to try—”


“Shut up,” I said. “That’s enough.”


Bess said, “Scram, you boys. I want to clear the table.”


We helped her. Afterward, over some ale in the living room, I said to Rory, “All right, I’ve got the picture now. What can I do about it?”


He sighted. “Well—to start with, you can vote. Got here just in time to register; tomorrow’s the last day. You’ll have to come over to Berkeley again to do it because you’ll have to claim a year’s residence to vote, see, and you can give this address; we’ll say you’ve been rooming with us that long.”


“Good,” I said.


Bess said, “Except that it’s silly for you to go back across the bay tonight and then come back here just to register. Stay with us tonight and register in the morning before you go back.”


“Swell; thanks, Bess.”


Rory said, “Should have thought of that myself. Well, to get back to what you can do about the election; you’ve got plenty of friends in San Francisco so you can register in a few precincts over there. You can probably be set to cast three or four votes next Tuesday.”


“Can do. Five or six maybe.”


“And make sure your friends have registered. We don’t have to worry which way they’d vote, or they wouldn’t be friends of yours. And every vote will help, Max.”


“Sure, every vote will help. But even if I can swing a couple of dozen votes that’s peanuts. Damn it, isn’t there anything more than that?”


“Damn if I know what, Max. You’re no speaker. If you get yourself a soap box or even buy viddy time, you’ll get het up and sound like a fanatic—which you are—and probably alienate more people than you’ll convince.”


I sighed. “’Fraid you’re right on that. Still, maybe there’s something. I can look up the Gallagher and ask her—like to meet her anyway.”


“Don’t think she’s in town. But you could look up her campaign manager. Richard Shearer. Got a suite at the St. Francis for campaign quarters. I talked to him on the phone yesterday.”


“What about?”


“Heard he was going to send a speaker over to Treasure to talk to the boys during lunch hour. Told him not to waste the speaker; he had the Treasure Island vote solid anyway and might as well send the guy where it could help him.”


“Right,” I said. “I’ll see him first thing Thursday; I’ll spend tomorrow getting registered myself and making sure my friends are.”


I set my alarm for half past three on Thursday. Not to see Richard Shearer that early, but because the Moscow rocket was due to land at three-forty, the first rocket to land or take off at night since I’d been there. Night rocket flights are relatively infrequent; why risk night landings when a few hours will take you as far as a terrestrial rocket need go in one flight, halfway around the earth? But night landings are beautiful to watch.


From the window, standing there in my room in the dark, I watched it. You’ve seen a rocket sit down on its fiery tail; I don’t have to describe it for you. It’s the most wonderful fireworks that ever were, the fireworks that give us the moon and Mars and Venus and that can and will take us to other and farther planets.


Rockets are going out, Bill had said.


They are going out, but not far enough. We took the first steps and then we lost our guts. Temporarily—it must be temporarily—we’ve lost our drive, or most of us have.


Not all of us, thank God, not all. Millions of us, millions besides me, want the stars. But right now there are more millions who don’t—or who mildly do but think it’s impossible anyway in our lifetimes, and that it’s not worth the money it would cost to try.


Worst of all there are the reactionaries, the conservationists, the shortsighted tightwads with no vision at all, who think everything we have done is wasted time and effort just because it hasn’t yet yielded any financial return.


Of course they haven’t, but they’re only steps, the first steps, and even when we took them we knew from our astronomers what to expect to find there. But Jesus, when you’re climbing a staircase to a room—an infinite room—filled with all the treasures of the universe, should you stop climbing just because you don’t find a handful of treasure on the first two or three steps?


Conservationists, millions of them, calling us crackpots, stardusters. Taxes they worry about, money they worry about. We’ve gone into debt enough, they say, and why go any farther? The planets are worthless and the stars—why, if we can reach them at all, it might take us thousands of years.
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