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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.


      




1


The worst, saddest ghost towns are boom towns that haven’t made it.


Sherburn, built as a London overflow ‘new town’ around the turn of the century, with a brand-new motorway leading straight to it, had never made it. The broad, spacious, tree-lined London Road in the town centre, the continuation of the freeway which ended officially on the outskirts, was a lavish stage setting for a play whose backers ran out of money before opening night.


It was an avenue of anomaly. Bright, freshly-painted shops glittered beside boarded-up ruins, neatly-curtained upstairs windows were flanked by peeling shutters, gleaming cars were parked outside shabby buildings, ancient buggies stood outside chrome-and-glass palaces.


At the far end of London Road, where one side started to be residential, two buildings which glowered at each other across the street told the sad story. The huge office block on the commercial side, designed to be an industrial executive powerhouse, was derelict. More than half of the huge windows were smashed, the rest so dirty they were opaque. The house of Meredith Dundee on the other side, set well back from the road, had well-kept gardens, an immaculate neo-Victorian exterior, and – if you could get through the gates and hedges and walls to the rear of the house and see it – a heated outdoor swimming pool which actually had water in it, sparkling blue-green water at that.


Meredith Dundee had come to terms with the world of 2066 A.D. The commercial palace had not.


Back in the busier parts of London Road the people maintained the inconsistent consistency. First, there were not nearly enough of them. Then there were men and women in rags and people in new suits, boys with no shoes and girls in smart calf-length black dresses, old women in shawls and youths in gear so sharp it hurt the eyes, children with dirty faces and children who shone.


From one of the cleanest-looking establishments in the street, a bakery, a grey rat darted. Nobody paid any particular attention, though several women watched it nervously and were clearly relieved when it disappeared into an empty house. One young housewife who had been about to enter the bakery changed her mind and went on to another shop a few doors away, a food shop which seemed remarkably well supplied with every form of food, among shops scantily stocked. Over the frontage a neon light which even in bright sunlight was working – the only one in the entire length of London Road – traced out the letters SALLY WELLS.


As the housewife went in, Sally Wells herself came out. Briefly she glanced back at the frontage to make sure that all was well – she visited the two shops at least once a day, at irregular times, not so much to catch the shopgirls on the hop as to ensure that it never came to that – and mounted the gleaming bicycle that was propped at the kerb, pulling away strongly without a wobble.


She was a pretty girl of nineteen, a blonde and a true blonde at that. Girls who dyed to be blondes generally went for bright gold, not Sally’s sun-bleached yellow. She wore a powder-blue shorts suit, and that alone immediately set her apart. No other woman in the street wore bright blue, bright anything. And no other girl wore a particularly short skirt, far less brief, thin, clinging shorts.


This was only one of the most superficial ways in which Sally Wells was exceptional. She was the exception that proved the rule.


She turned right and then left in the nearly traffic-free streets and presently came to another shop, identical with the first, but in an even seedier street, Cornwall Place. She propped her bicycle against the kerb as before and strode in.


There were a dozen people in the shop, and the tall dark girl behind the counter was becoming flustered. Without a word Sally joined her and helped out. She was quick and decisive and made her customers so. Instead of dithering as they were inclined to do with Arleen, who dithered too, they pulled themselves together in the face of Sally’s briskness and made up their minds what they wanted. Within five minutes the shop was clear.


‘That settles it,’ Sally said briskly. ‘You get an assistant.’


‘I can manage,’ said Arleen obstinately. It was an old subject.


‘You weren’t managing very well,’ Sally retorted.


Arleen Jones brushed long dark hair from her eyes and said defensively: ‘It’s just Mr Wells not being here today –’


‘Mr Wells hardly ever is here. Since he got me to put my name over the door instead of his he’s retired, at the age of twenty-six. When do you ever see him now?’


She saw Arleen wince. It was a nuisance Arleen fancying herself in love with David – and, far worse, fancying David in love with her.


Arleen was not a pretty girl, but she could have made much more of herself. Taller and more opulent than Sally, who was the epitome of miniaturized nubility, she could have done far better than choose the too-tight dark sweaters and jeans she always wore, her sweaters crushing braless breasts which might have been magnificent and her over-tightened belt giving her a protuberant belly she didn’t possess.


And even then David wouldn’t look at her twice. David wasn’t emotionally stirred by anything but his car. He wasn’t interested in the shops, leaving everything to Sally. She would not have minded except that getting food to sell was now becoming so much more difficult than selling it that she had to spend most of her time on that end of the business, with little time left for the shops, which were supposed to be David’s responsibility.


It was a nuisance Arleen developing such a crush on David, because that meant she resolutely opposed other girls being employed in the shop. Sally didn’t want to lose her because she was honest and reasonably efficient, if rather unstable, and if it were not for this new thing about David, Sally could put her in charge of the two shops, while she herself devoted more time to foraging.


If you had a food shop, let alone two, you had to go out and about visiting farms, mills, bakeries, factories, bullying the people there into promising supplies and then keep on bullying until they kept their promises. Fortunately David’s preoccupation with his huge old estate car came in handy there. He didn’t mind picking up goods once she had done the work of ensuring they were there.


‘He’ll be back today, though, won’t he?’ Arleen asked eagerly.


‘Yes, and he’ll have to come here if he’s got anything. There isn’t a deep-freeze at the other shop.’


‘Fish, isn’t it?’


‘If he got any.’ Sally had no inflated idea of her brother’s business capacities.


On the point of pressing Sally further, trying to induce her to promise that David would be back soon and would spend the rest of the day at the store, Arleen suddenly gasped and pressed her hand to her heart.


‘Indigestion?’ Sally inquired without much sympathy. Sally was not sympathetic over the weakness of others.


‘Where did David go?’ said Arleen urgently. ‘I mean, how is he coming back? Which road?’


‘The motorway, I expect. The London Road. It’s not the direct road, but he always uses it when –’


‘David,’ Arleen breathed. ‘Be careful, David … ’


Sally’s eyes narrowed. She knew very well that Arleen had moments of foresight. Sally was rather impatient with such things, but it was impossible to deny facts, and the facts were that more than once Arleen had demonstrably known something was going to happen before it did …


David was seven miles away, on the motorway.


When Sally had asked him to go to Felixstowe, having heard rumours that substantial fish landings were being made somewhere in the area and a man on the spot with ready cash might secure a box or two, he had not been very keen until a friend wrote that he had discovered an old tire dump at Ipswich, and gave precise directions for finding it. Sally’s commission then became an excellent excuse to take a day off and go to Ipswich. Felixstowe was only a few miles farther on.


Since he had turned onto the motorway a few miles back he had not seen a single vehicle. He was pleased to observe that nevertheless a half-hearted attempt had been made to repair the worst potholes in the road.


David was enjoying himself, as far as it could be said that he ever enjoyed himself. He was at the wheel of a car.


The motorway into Sherburn was one of the last major constructional projects to be carried through in England. Ironically, the ‘new towns’ like Sherburn, developed within seventy miles of London to relieve pressure on an overgrown capital, had never been really necessary, and therefore the motorway to Sherburn was even less necessary. For all the traffic that used it now an 18ft. two-way road would have been adequate. Such a road might have got more realistic maintenance, too.


Having discovered that the repairs had been done only on the middle lane, David drove at about sixty straight down the middle. His old Manson-Ford estate car was in better shape than most vehicles. Every time he found an abandoned Manson-Ford he cannibalized it, taking not only the parts he needed but also the parts he might eventually need.


He had no fish but he had got the tires. He felt rather guilty about this, because he had filled the rear of the car with so many tires that, big as it was, there was no room for fish. He had therefore not bothered to go on to Felixstowe at all. Naturally he had gone to the old dump first, and there, under surface garbage, quite a few reasonably sound tires of the right type survived. They had, of course, been discarded once as finished. Nevertheless, at least half a dozen of them were in better shape than the four on his car.


He was not going to lie to Sally. He’d tell her what had happened and she’d look exasperated but not surprised. She never was surprised when he made a mess of something, only on the few occasions when he managed to do something right. Well, he’d get the fish for her. Tomorrow or the next day or maybe next week.


Visibility was excellent and David saw the train when it was at least five miles away. Merely to see a train these days, a moving train, was an event. Although railway track was easier to maintain than a motorway, and the steam engines rescued from the scrapheap were virtually immortal, travel itself was ceasing to be worthwhile and only an occasional freight train ran. There would have been fewer still but for the fact that the Gardner factory in Sherburn was the only plant in the whole of Europe producing gasoline from coal, and the other sources were drying up.


It was interesting that the train and David’s car were going to arrive at the level crossing virtually together.


There should never, of course, have been trains crossing a motorway on the same level. However, ten years ago when the railway bridge over the highway collapsed, it proved impossible to replace it. The steel, the labour and the money were equally unavailable. Besides, traffic on the road was negligible.


So the track was laid across the road. Otherwise Sherburn would have lost its rail link. And the rest of Britain would have lost Sherburn’s gas, light oil and heavy oil – not only because trucks were more difficult to keep running than trains, but more important, because trucks, though they might have taken away the products, could not transport enough coal to keep the hydrogenation plant running.


In the event, the fact that trains occasionally crossed the road didn’t make much difference. The motorway never had much traffic and there were few trains. Visibility in all directions was good. There was scarcely any more danger of collision than there was of two of the dozen or so airborne craft still operating in England colliding in mid-air.


David neither accelerated nor slowed. It was a momentary diversion that the only two fast-moving machines within five miles were attempting, by pure chance, to occupy the same space at the same time. As the last few hundred yards were eaten up by the car and the train, the coincidence of the paths of both became genuinely exciting.


David could still pull up and let the train go through. He could still accelerate and beat the train by a split second.


But that would beg the question, a question he now passionately wanted answered – what would happen if he did nothing whatever about it?


The Manson-Ford and the locomotive reached the crossing exactly simultaneously. The nose of the car and the nose of the engine completed a right-angle. The car was flung spinning back across the road and off it into waste land. The fuel tank exploded and the tires inside the car blazed instantly, fiercely. Oily black smoke boiled upwards.


David was dead from the moment of impact, his neck broken among seven other causes of death, even before there was time for him to be burned to death.


The heavy train scarcely felt the impact. The driver, alone in his cabin, first saw the car when it was windmilling crazily across the road and into the side. He gasped and reached for the controls.


Then his hands dropped. What could he do anyway? For ten minutes or more it would be impossible to get near the blazing car. Now the spare scrub was burning too, making a ring of fire round the swelling black smoke.


It would be better to go on into Sherburn and phone the fire department there.


This he did.


It didn’t do any good. Nobody answered. The phone at the fire station was off the hook. It had been a bad day for fires. And it turned out to be a worse one.


‘David,’ Arleen whispered again.


‘What about David?’ said Sally impatiently.


‘I don’t know. It isn’t clear.’


‘Then shut up about him.’ Sally had very little patience with anything she could not see, hear, smell, taste or touch. She had to admit that Arleen had a certain gift, but she wished Arleen would keep it to herself.


Arleen ran to the door, opened it and dashed outside. With an exclamation of annoyance Sally followed her. Arleen ran across the street, heedless of traffic. If the traffic in Cornwall Place had been what it was a century ago, she would never have reached the other side.


There was, however, no vehicular traffic except an old truck which had just passed, trailing clouds of blue smoke.


On the opposite side of the street, Arleen screamed: ‘Look!’ and pointed. Then she collapsed.


Rising above the buildings at the end of the street were clouds of thick black smoke. The fire must be miles away, out of town. What it could have to do with David Sally couldn’t guess, but it worried her. Arleen had suddenly been struck with fear for David, had known where to look, and the smoke came from a place where David might very well be.


Sally bent over Arleen, who was writhing and choking, clutching not her heart but her middle. Sally released the too-tight belt, pulled out the tight sweater … and stared incredulously. But a middle-aged man and woman came to help, and she brushed the sweater back over Arleen’s midriff.


Arleen stopped choking and sat up. Sally left her where she was, ran back across the road and jumped on her bicycle.


There were plenty of people to attend to Arleen. David, if he was involved in something that could send thick clouds of black smoke hundreds of feet in the air, was a far more pressing concern than Arleen.


As she pedalled madly towards the outskirts of town, she thought, however, not of David – because at the moment thinking about David, in the absence of information, was pointless – but about Arleen.


First she realized with surprise that she knew very little about Arleen, though the girl had worked for her for nearly a year. David had taken Arleen in his car two or three times, because every enthusiast wants to show off his pride and joy and talk about it. Apart from that Arleen had had no social contact with either of them.


Only now did Sally realize that she had never seen Arleen in the washroom, never seen her in anything but a sweater and trousers. Otherwise she would not have been surprised.


Arleen was covered with fur. Short, dark, fine fur. Round the navel was a smooth bare pale oval. Elsewhere, in the rib cavity, round the waist, on the abdomen, she was a furry animal.


Twice before Sally had encountered hairy people. They were both men, lustful men, and they had come at her in the dark. On both occasions she had made her escape without pausing to satisfy her curiosity.


She had not thought much about the hairiness of the men. Men could have hairy legs, hairy arms, hairy chests, shoulders, stomachs, even backs, without being freaks. Sally had no husband or lover, but she was no virgin. She had seen men naked. She had also seen many women naked, for she played most games and took part in many other sporting activities. Unself-conscious herself, she automatically encouraged unselfconsciousness in others, and in many a dressing-room, locker-room, shower-bath or steam room she had seen women of all ages, shapes and sizes.


She had never seen a girl with hair like Arleen’s. Now she knew that Arleen, who was not very attractive anyway, had another cross to bear. She was a freak.


Sally was fastidious about hair. She regularly expended time and trouble to ensure that the only hair on her entire body was on her head.


She reached the start of the motorway and pedalled on. It didn’t matter any more which lane she took. There was nothing on either carriageway.


Sally assumed, and correctly, that she would reach the scene of the fire before anybody else. (The police, when they heard about the incident from the engine driver, asked questions. The ambulance service said that if the report was accurate there was no need for an ambulance. The fire service, finally contacted, said they’d be out as soon as they could – if nothing else, that gorse fire had to be stopped – but it might be a couple of hours before they could round up the men. If anybody came in, they’d send him out in a fire van to see what he could do.)


As it happened, the grass fire was out by the time Sally got there and threw herself off her bicycle, coughing as the smell of burning rubber caught her throat. The fire had failed to jump the track or the road, and a previous recent gorse fire had acted as a firebreak. But the car was still erupting like a volcano, though its twisted shape was quite unrecognizable.


Logic told her that the car was David’s and that since the driver had not been thrown out and must still be in the car, David was dead.


Sally virtually knew the car was David’s, yet she kept looking along the road for the familiar old Manson-Ford to appear.


Sally was different from most people.


She fought. She even fought the truth, fought to change it. Defeat was virtually unknown to her. This did not mean that victory came easy – far from it. She fought for it.


She would have fought her way to the car somehow, over the still smoking grassland, through the choking smoke, if there had been the remotest chance of saving David. But although she was obstinate, she was no fool. Flames and smoke gushed from the windowless skeleton of what had been a car. There was no chance that anything remained alive in the wreck. The only chance was that it was not David’s car.


It was not much of a chance. She could see what had happened – the car had hit a train. It had hit the train because David, proud of the car, proud of the work he had done on the car, had raced it. Or stubbornly refused to give way to the train (they had that in common, stubbornness, but David’s was somehow ineffectual, always ending in defeat). Or even – and this had the ring of truth – leaving the whole thing to chance. Heads I make it, tails I don’t.


Still she kept looking along the road … until she spotted something on the crossing – a small plastic doll that David had in the car as a mascot.


She stopped looking. Tears formed and ran down her face. She didn’t sob. And presently the tears ceased. Too many people cried too easily.


She had lost a brother who, after all, had been lost all his life.


The woman almost rushed into the consulting room, desperation on her face, already saying: ‘Doctor, I’m so glad you could see me …’


Then she stopped in dismay.


Anastasia merely cocked an inquiring eyebrow.


‘I didn’t know you were a woman,’ the visitor said. ‘Only that you were Dr Hersholt.’


‘No need to use the past tense, Mrs Daley. I still am Dr Hersholt. I’d have thought you’d prefer a woman doctor. Most women do.’


‘But you see, I’m not the patient. It’s my son Beverley.’


‘He’s too ill to come himself?’


‘No … not exactly. Though he never goes out. I can’t get him to see a doctor, not even a man. I’ll never get him to see you. Even if you called –’


‘Then you’ll have to tell me about it, won’t you? Please sit down.’


The woman did so, uneasily, still staring at Anastasia.


Anastasia guessed at part of the trouble. Mrs Daley was perhaps the ugliest woman she had ever seen, short of injury or illness. There was nothing particularly wrong about the woman’s face or body except that the items didn’t match. There were large, watery eyes, a nose which managed to be both large and weak, a big, slack mouth. The amorphous body was more like that of a middle-aged man than a woman.


Anastasia, although she had long ceased admitting her age – since, in fact, she could no longer decently say ‘Twenty-nine’ – must, she hoped and believed, present a burning contrast. Women didn’t like women doctors to be attractive. They liked the motherly type, and Anastasia was not motherly.


However, the woman plunged. She was not very coherent, but nevertheless Anastasia understood her very well, seeing through and behind the words.


Beverley Daley, it was clear, was the apple of his mum’s eye. He was twenty-four and had grown from the prettiest baby into the most handsome young man … Anastasia, sifting the evidence, could not decide whether that meant he was really handsome or as ugly as his mother, for Mrs Daley would have said the same anyway. Other things she could be surer about. Mrs Daley’s smothering love had prevented Beverley from growing up – it was a common pattern. His mother didn’t want him to grow up, and neither did he, particularly. The matter of girls was simple enough. With such a mother and little contact with the outside world, Beverley had no great curiosity, no great desire to meet other members of the female sex. He literally didn’t know what he was missing.


All this, however, seemed to have nothing directly to do with Beverley’s current illness, which did appear to be a physical illness rather than one of the multitudinous psychosomatic disorders which usually came Anastasia’s way. She believed the woman was trustworthy regarding Beverley’s symptoms, which were:


First, loss of appetite and nausea, starting some two months ago. ‘Of course, Beverley has always been sickly,’ said Mrs Daley with some pride. A 100 per cent healthy youngster would have been no use to her, Anastasia thought. If he hadn’t had the usual childhood illnesses for her to nurse him through, she would have trained him to have them.


Later, a dry mouth, cramp, an occasionally swollen tongue.


Then an uncontrollable itching. Beverley complained he couldn’t wear nylon. Then wool. Then cotton. For some days he sat in the sun in the back garden, wearing only shorts. He said the itch was still hellish, but more bearable. And the cramp wasn’t so bad.


What had driven Mrs Daley that day to search for a doctor, any doctor, was the fact that Beverley’s mind had suddenly started wandering. He spoke of things which had happened years ago as if they were yesterday. He spoke of his father, whom he couldn’t possibly remember, as being in the room.


‘Did he speak of a girl?’ Anastasia asked. After all, surely Beverley at least looked out of windows.


The woman’s honest surprise was a better answer than her words. No, there had been no mention of any girl. So it wasn’t that. Or if it was, it was repressed.


Anastasia temporized. She would have to see Beverley Daley before she could be sure. Yet an incredible picture was forming in her mind …


‘How do you feel about women doctors?’ she asked.


The woman’s look of distrust, again not her words, gave the answer. Dr Anastasia Hersholt was not to come near her Beverley. ‘We always used to go to Dr Smith,’ Mrs Daley said obliquely. ‘He was such a nice man, he said “Come and see me any time.” He didn’t often call, but he reassured me a lot …’


Anastasia got the picture. She knew of Smith, who had died six months ago. Indolent, old-fashioned, friendly, he had managed to convince himself in his last years that he was doing most good by sitting in his comfortable old chair and talking to people. He had not been anything but a talking doctor for years.


But Beverley’s illness had nothing to do with Dr Smith or the death of Dr Smith. Anastasia could still scarcely believe her own conclusions, yet it was as plain as the nose on Mrs Daley’s face.


‘Wait here,’ she said, getting up. ‘I’ll give you a prescription.’


‘It’ll cure Beverley?’ said the woman eagerly.


‘It’ll help if he takes it. But you mustn’t force him. Understand that, Mrs Daley – forcing him will be fatal.’


‘Fatal?’ said the woman, frightened.


‘Sorry, I spoke loosely, a thing I seldom do. Forcing him will make him resist. Let him take it or not, as he likes. As much as he likes.’


She went into the adjoining dispensary and pondered a problem she had never had to face in all her long medical experience. Yet it was quite likely that now that it had happened she would encounter it again. The case of Beverley Daley, whom she was not allowed to see, was more important than Beverley Daley himself. What did a doctor do in circumstances which had probably never faced any doctor in human history before?


She thought of making up a bottle of green iron tonic, but that was too familiar and nobody would put much trust in a bottle of green tonic. Some outlandish colour, magenta or turquoise? That might make a delicate stomach, affected by nausea, refuse it. Colourless? No. Definitely not colourless. Anything else. Red. Yes, bright red, clear so that it would not suggest blood.


She put some sweetening in it, some salt, a little alcohol.


Returning to the consulting room, she gave the large bottle to the woman and said: ‘He’ll taste salt. That’s right. Salt helps to relieve cramp.’


Mrs Daley nodded. ‘Yes. I’ve heard that. It’s not nasty, is it? Beverley would never take anything nasty.’


‘Apart from the salt, no. If he doesn’t like it he can dilute it. Mrs Daley, I believe you when you say Beverley won’t see me. But somebody will have to see him. I have a brother about Beverley’s age. He’s not a doctor. In fact, he’s a fireman. If he called on you tomorrow, could you arrange for him to see Beverley?’


The woman considered the proposition suspiciously, but could find no reason to turn it down. After all, she really did want help for Beverley. Her love had not been enough. She had never been particularly keen on Beverley associating with boys his own age, but at least that was better than girls.


When she had gone, Anastasia phoned the fire station. But Conan had gone out on a call.


The tires had almost burned themselves out when a small red van arrived from Sherburn – a small van with only one man in it.


‘You certainly took your time,’ Sally said drily.


‘I did, didn’t I?’ said Conan, who never argued without knowing what he was arguing about. ‘What do you know about this? Anything? Or were you just passing?’
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