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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.
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My ears were made keen by always listening. Often, wherever I was, even at the top of the house, I waited motionless for the enormous clock to strike, lest the boom take me by surprise.

Robert Aickman, “The Fetch”




A foreign place

Mimmuzmaz. Kunruht: somebody was snoring. A rustle, a catch, a pause, then again: Mimme. Nene. Droohoohoot, off in the golden half-darkness. I could tell I had been here, lazily adrift in bed, a long lost time listening, but where was here? That was a very good question.

I moved my hilly arms and legs, patted myself in dumb show. Limbs all present, cock-and-ball story, and down inside I was still Wellington Stout as ever. But I found a thick bandage on my forehead, and my head hurt in a remote village way.

“Hullo!” I called. “Anyone?”

I listened. Now I heard voices whispering or muttering in the distance, old women’s voices by the sound of them. And stifled old-lady laughter.

—Poor man, why’s he here at all?

—Why, don’t you know, he was shotten in the hode.

—Do tell! Where was that, pray?

—In the lavateria, o’ course, eatin’ a plate o’ calzoni. (Giggles, or senile titterings.)

“Hallo?” I called again. A rustle, and the voices fell silent. After a moment a figure loomed, a woman in yellow.

“You are awake?” she said.

“Yes, I am. Is this a hospital?” I reached for her sleeve to make sure it was real, but she drew back without moving.

“It is the Ospedale San Carlo Borromeo,” she said, and thrust the cold catch of a thermometer into my mouth. “You have had an injury, but you are better now.”

Italy, of course, and now it was coming back to me. Well, of course, I had touched down in Milan on the way to my stepdaughter’s wedding in Rome; I remembered that all right. I had a date to hand off brother Tom’s mysterious packet to Roger Somebody, and then … a solid London fog, but before I could ask another question she had gone, and the thermometer too. Pretty brisk, I thought.

It was a different room now, smaller and brighter, with daylight blaring through the windows. And the voices were coming in again, apparently from the cold telly over the foot of my bed.

—Did you hear now what he done with that houri in the Underground?

—Ah, that’s an old weave’s tale.

—Tall it to us all the seam.

—Well, she came from the south, and rolled her Rs like; then his jool fell out his panics and she pricked it up lipo, lapo.

—It was her fall-openin’ tubes, you know, the dirty slit. They mizzures them in metros and it’s slup it up, slap it out. Daid or alive-o, it’s all one to thim.

Were they talking about me? “Nothing of the sort!” I called. “That’s total rubbish!” On consideration, I wasn’t sure what I was indignant about, as I hadn’t understood half of what the old women said. But I admit I was feeling a breath of alarm. Abandoned in a foreign place, perhaps a loony bin, and nobody knew where I was or gave a damn. You have been injured, and what was that about shotten in the hode? “Nurse!” I called. I tried levering myself up; that was not a success. Instant hollowness inside, sharp pain in my left arm, bed skating back and forth.

“Uncle Bill, guess what, Roberto and I are getting married in October.” Her voice, clear as a tinkerbell over the wire.

“Are you sure?” I said, or remembered saying.

“Oh, yes, it’s all decided.”

“But I mean, you’ve only known him a month? Who are his people?”

“Oh, they’re a very solid family. Bankers and lawyers. They wanted to know who my people were.”

“They did, did they?”

“Oh, yes, I had to sit through an inquisition in his grandmother’s parlor. It was awful.”

A silence, full of things unsaid. “Are you going to live in Italy?”

“Oh, yes. In Rome, but we’ll be spending some time in France and Switzerland too. Will you come to the wedding?”

“Try keeping me away.”

“All right. I love you, you know.”

“I love you, Cis.”

She rang off, I suppose, and for some reason I found myself lying with my eyes shut thinking of Potamos, Pennsylvania, where I hadn’t been since my mother’s funeral. On certain streets there were frame houses behind white picket fences, and I was a boy walking up the middle of one of those streets, all alone in the deep silence. The houses were dark, but the pales of the fences were cotton white in the crazy eye of the moon. Now I was climbing the hill where the black pines began to close in, and I knew something awful was waiting up there.

Then the bed fell plump under me, and I lay watching patterns squirm like serpents on the ceiling until a nurse came in. She was shorter and thicker than the other, just a blur although it was daylight, and I realized that was because my contacts had gone and I didn’t have my glasses.

“Buon giorno,” she said.

“Buon giorno. I want to see a doctor, please.”

“Non capisco.” She cranked my bed up, swung a tray-table over, handed me some pills in a plastic cup, then a glass of water with a bent straw in it. She waited while I swallowed the pills.

“Donde è il doctore?” I asked. She turned away. “Donde son il mia espectaculos?” Damn, she had gone. Italian not good enough for her, probably, but I was doing my best.

Another nurse came in, a slender little thing who didn’t understand my Italian either. She brought me a duckie to piss in, then lathered me from a can of plastic cream and shaved me very nicely with a blue plastic razor. She combed my hair, too, looked me over critically and smiled. Then I must have gone away and come back again, because when I looked up, a brown young man in a white coat was seated beside me.


How are you feeling?

“How are you feeling, Mr. Stout?” he asked.

“Not very well, thanks. Why am I here?”

“You were shot. You don’t remember that?”

“No. My head hurts.”

“That’s because you were shot in the head. But it was a very little bullet.”

I touched my forehead where the lump of bandage was. “Who shot me?”

“I don’t know. What is the last thing you remember?”

“I was just going out to dinner. How long will I be here?”

“Not long. We’ll see.”

I must have got a touch leaky at that point; the doctor handed me a paper handkerchief to wipe my eyes. That reminded me, and I asked him, “Where are my contacts?”

He looked up and spoke to a nurse. “She will bring them,” he said. He got up.

“Doctor,” I said, “before you go, what day is it?”

“It is Saturday.” He went away, and the nurse with him.

Saturday. I had been here three days, and Cicely was already married.

The box of paper handkerchiefs was empty, but I found another one in the drawer of the bedside table. Under it was a newspaper, folded open to a headline: TURISTA INGLESE ATTACCATO. After a moment I realized that the story was about me, although they had got my nationality wrong and misspelt my name. I translated it slowly to myself, moving my lips in the hard parts.


An English tourist was wounded in the head yesterday in an altercation at the Flavo Restaurant in the Via Postumia. The assailant, Emilio da Lionghi, a 27 year old employee of the restaurant, fled into the street. The Englishman, Willingdon Stout, 64, is in serious condition at the Ospedale S. Carlo Borromeo.



Carlo Borromeo was a rich nobleman who might have spent his life eating grapes and tupping gentle ladies if a papal inadvertence had not made him a cardinal and a saint. There was still a Borromeo Palace and a Piazza Borromeo in Milan. But who was Emilio da Lionghi? I had never heard the name before. I remembered going to the restaurant … no, not even that, I remembered leaving my hotel. Before that, I remembered the phone call from Roger Something. Roger had suggested the restaurant. I remembered getting into a taxi, or was I making that part up? “Ristorante Flavo, per favore.” Had I said that, or only planned to say it? The rest was a wall of white cotton; I leaned my head against it but couldn’t get in.

I turned to the first page of the newspaper to see what the date was. A large headline caught my eye: PIANETA MISTERIOSA SI AVVICINA. A mysterious planet?

The nurse came with another plastic cup; this one was half full of clear fluid. I looked a question at her. She pointed to the cup and said, “Le lenti.” Then I understood, and stirred the solution with my finger until I found one lens after another, and put them in my eyes. The improvement was wonderful; I could see every thread in the nurse’s cap and every hair in her mustache. “Grazie,” I said.

“Prego.” She went away, pushing her bosom ahead of her like an icebreaker. A 42 D, if not more.

I looked around. I was in a peach-colored room big enough for my bed, two tables, a little red Italian television braced to the ceiling, and a Paris green armchair. There was a modest crucifix on the wall. A bottle hung from a chrome coatrack sort of thing, with a tube ending in a needle taped to the inside of my left elbow. The burnt-orange drapes were open; I could see clouds and the tops of trees, possibly Arctic maples or elms. I caught sight of a lemon telephone on the other table, not the bedside one. On the bedside table there was nothing but my box of paper handkerchiefs and a kidney-shaped little basin, suitable for vomiting into.

The phone rang then and I picked it up without thinking. “Stout here.” I leaned back and put my feet up.

It was my brother in New York. He was ten years older than me, and he was wheezing: too many cigars and cigarettes. “Welly, are you getting any rain in London?” He was the only one who still called me Welly, because he knew I hated it.

“Cats and dogs, Tom,” I said. “Did you ring me up for a weather report?”

“No, it’s something else this time. I hear your step-daughter’s getting married in Rome. You going down for the wedding?”

“Yes, of course. How are you, Tom?”

“I’m fine, and Eunice is fine. Now look, Welly, I need a favor. Can you drop something off in Milan when you go?”

“Why not send it by FedEx?”

“It belongs to some friends of mine. It’s too sensitive for regular channels, in fact it’s so hush-hush that they can’t use their own people. And you have to forget about it afterward.”

“Oh, hell.”

“Meaning you’ll do it?”

“It’s a damn nuisance, Tom. Wait while I look at my diary. My flight’s on the thirteenth, is that any good to you?”

“The wedding’s on the fifteenth, I thought.”

“Right, but I wanted to get there a couple of days early. How do you know so much, Tom?”

“Oh, it isn’t hard. I don’t suppose you have a layover in Milan?”

“Afraid not.”

“Well, see if you can get another flight. The guy in Milan will meet you in the airport or wherever you say. You hand him the parcel and bye-bye.”

“Tom, that won’t work. The only flight stopping at Milan has a thirty-minute layover. That’s not long enough to go through customs. What if I just check your parcel and give somebody the ticket stub?”

“It’s got to be carried by hand, Welly. Spend a day there, have some dinner, get a night’s sleep.”

“Tom, sorry, it’s out of the question. If I go to Milan, I’m going to get shot in the head. Can’t you understand that simple thing, for once in your life?” I rang off, and for a minute I lay feeling the sweet joy of having altered the past, turned a wrong decision inside out. It had been so wonderfully easy, too. Then I saw the bottle on the chrome stand. This was reality, then, and I was stuck to it like a bug in lemonade. And the voices were talking again.

—He says she’s married now, and him not there to lift her skirrits.

—High time too, the huzzy! Didn’t her mother catch them in the cupboard the time he was gettin’ her head handed to him?

—She thried to thwart him, but he buggered her with a broom.

—She’s barren then?

—Only in the bums.

—She was censered, you know, be the viaticum. There’s mony a schlap twixt the cope and the lap.

—O yes, the people sint in a little bull, but it’s papa who pays.

The nurse came in, the one who spoke English, and I said, “Nurse, can’t you do something about those old women?”

“The women?”

“The cleaners, or whoever they are. They keep talking and muttering about me, and I can’t stand it any longer.”

She went away.

—His pockets is full of fleabuses and conomdoms, and there’s an airman badge in his ivory. They calls him a brisk Arab, the dirty bagger.

—O yes, he’s a master baker, and boils up his rolls in the latrine-ay-oh.

—He takes it after his auld grandam Anna Gramma. His fadder was a pissant, he was, and kept an urchard, but he swallowed a bitter green applesin.

—In Isaac’s fall we skinned all. Till evensong, thy thumb belong, thy kingdom kong.

And so on; there was no end to it. Presently I found the remote control on the end of the flex hanging over the head of my bed, and switched on the television and looked at Italian soap opera. I didn’t understand one word in nine, but it saved me listening to the old women’s voices; they couldn’t talk through the television when it was on.

The nurse came back and pulled the needle out of my arm, put a patch where the puncture had been, and wheeled the trolley out of the room. I didn’t speak and neither did she.

Another nurse came with grape gelatin and Oxo, and then it was night again and the old women were muttering from the telly.

I switched on the television, although there was nothing on the screen but white noise. After a while I noticed that the dancing particles were coming together into a sort of face. Then it was morning.

The nice brown doctor sat down beside my bed. “Tell me about the voices you hear.”

“They’ve stopped now, I think.” I listened carefully. “Yes, they’ve gone. I haven’t heard them since last night.”

“We have changed your medicine,” he said. “If you hear these voices again, or if you see anything strange, please tell the nurse.”

“Strange how?”

“Oh—faces on the ceiling, for example.”

“All right.” My arms were covered in goose bumps.

“Have you seen something like that?”

“No, no, nothing at all.”

“Good.” He went away. I don’t think he believed me.
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