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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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Part One


I

TWO YEARS LATER, I saw the book.

It was with a collection of good-condition second hand novels on a table, in the shop in Frayle Street. Of course, I saw her name first.

At the start, her name used to irritate me a little. I thought she must have made it up, and it was a silly name, contrived. Jilaine. But it’s a real name, simply a phonetic spelling of Ghislaine – and it was on Jilaine’s birth certificate. And now, there it was on the book – You and I: Jilaine Best. And that too, the direct address of the title – You – You and I. I felt physically sick for a moment, and hot with excitement and a sort of embarrassment – the whole world could see and hear her speaking out at me from the good-condition cover of this novel. And I was frightened. What had she said?

The point is, she’d written only three books – four now – and they were all autobiographical to a large extent. She didn’t even alter the characters’ names very much. For example, in the third novel there was a man she called Dan Blake, who she once confessed had been a real man called Don Black. Oh, and Françoise, in the first one, was called Frances.

By then, sick and excited and embarrassed and scared, I’d picked up the book. I stared at the blurb on the inside flap. The cover was nearly pristine. No one could have read this copy yet. But then, when I found I’d scanned the blurb and not understood a word of it – it might have been in Chinese – I looked behind the title page, and saw it had been published the year before. That is, one year after. One year after she knew me and I knew her. And even if it hadn’t sold all that well, some people must have read it. A lot of people by now.

I flicked through the pages, as you might, if trying to get the feel of a stranger’s writing, to see if you liked it. I always did like her writing. It was pale and undressed. I’d admired its nudity and almost-innocence, the way she seemed to try to tell the truth – naked. And pretty soon I saw a name I definitely knew. She hadn’t even changed this one. ‘A tallish man’ she wrote, ‘dark-eyed, with unusually thick hair.’ Yes, he had been.

So, it was that very time, then. That summer time. Those months.

I paid for the book and took it out with me into the November street. All this while I hadn’t ever thought she would write about any of it. After all, she was a painter. (Although even that aspect I’d tried to avoid. The small gallery where she sometimes had a show, she had said. And The Painted Box. I’d avoided them with care. Not because I thought I’d see anything in her paintings – she didn’t often paint people. Merely…not to get hurt, I suppose.)

But now here was the book, You and I. You and I was (were?) going home with me to my nasty room, in the rain. And all the way I was thinking, what trap had she laid down for me, to facilitate my punishment and humiliation? What dagger of the mind?

She had laid one down. My God. The worst she could have, that’s the thing. The very worst of all.


II

JILAINE FIRST APPEARED before me like the Angel in an Annunciation. There was nothing religious, or announced, just the wonderful golden light that sometimes fell across the café at that time of morning, about eleven o’clock.

The coffee-and-tea ladies had come in and sat down at the tables for their caffeine. I had just taken table 5 a tray of steam-plumed pot and cream jug, (the café tried to observe such niceties) sugar packets at least in a little bowl, and hot toast with butter. (Do people still eat like that in little cafés tucked up in the wombs of bigger shops? This was only a few years ago. But they don’t seem to.)

Straightening from the tray, I turned towards the next waiting table, and saw Jilaine walking up the stair, right through the gilt-crystal light, shining.

Someone once told me, Oh, you’re a woman. Of course, you fall in love so easily.

A bad thing, obviously. To be easy.

But it was new summer. The year was young yet legally of age. And she – You, oh you, as the young man says in The Tempest. (Or is it Miranda?)

The light was gold crystal and so was Jilaine, just for one burning moment.

Her ashy blonde hair, curving over the shoulders of her white short-sleeved top. Her white untanned glowing flesh – was ever skin so white? And great eyes, blue I suppose, although for me, who studied them after, so intently, every blue possible under the sun or the moon.

She was slim, but not thin. Not slight. She had breasts and hips. All curves, the body, the white arms, the curving shield-bright hair. Red mouth. About twenty-eight, thirty.

When I look back I feel strange, because I was younger than she was then, and now, obviously, I’m older than both of us then. And why is this odd? Just because it is, somehow.

She crossed out of the light and became almost human. Not ordinary however. Only her shortness lessened her drama. But it was lovely, her shortness. Lovely.

She sat down at table number 6, which wasn’t mine. And Doll, whose table it was, came ambling up to her with her pen and pad, and I could have struck Doll down then and there, with one of the knives all ready for lunches from twelve o’clock.

They didn’t know here, I liked women. It hadn’t ever seemed wise to let slip the facts. Where I’d had to, I’d spoken of my boyfriend, (we still had boyfriends then.) As I’d lied, too, about having another part-time job, because I had learned the hard way these people don’t like you to be free, I mean at liberty, when they are not. And who do I mean by these people? Come on, you know.

I took the order from table 4, for tea and a macaroon, and went to get them, and in the kitchen the evil old cook turned to cast at me her sandy-haired evil eye. “Wash up soon, Jay,” she said to me. “Your turn, I think.” Then bent back over her cauldrons.

Doll was waiting for a coffee pot.

“Don’t she go on,” Doll said. Doll added, “This bloody change. It’s driving me mad. I’m going that hot all night I feel I’m on fire. I get out of bed and he says, Keep still, can’t you. He should put up with what I have to.”

“You don’t look well,” I said. Unlike some, Doll preferred to be accorded the medals of sickness or the menopause. She had once paraded before me a surprisingly elegant foot minus its little toe.

“I keep getting dizzy, too.”

“Why don’t you sit down for a minute? Have a drink of water. I’ll take your tray. What was it? 5?”

“Yes…” said Doll, suspicious. She was thinking of the tip.

But I took her tray, and left mine standing there, the tea and macaroon, and walked out of the infernal door, back into heaven where the angel sat, reading a book, at the table.

I didn’t think she’d bother to look up. She would thank me, yes, she seemed gentle, polite. But why look up? She’d think I was Doll, and anyway, I was nothing. Only myself in the café’s regulation black skirt and top, which they didn’t even supply.

But as I set the coffee pot down, her eyes did come up with a flash like blue fireworks.

And then. Something so bizarre.

Surely there are still gods of some kind. They play tricks, to watch us go mad.

“Oh, hallo. I didn’t know you were here. Really, I didn’t.”

“Yes, I am,” I said. I smiled, shrugged.

Jilaine, whose name I didn’t then know, said, “But what happened? You’re all right? Are you just helping out?”

“Mm. That’s it. Helping out.”

I was dazzled by the craziness of it. She had mistaken me for some other, one of her own tribe, too noble and fair to work in the café.

She had a lovely voice. With the slightest lisp, of all things. In her, it was – it melted the mind.

And she was beautiful. Flawless skin, teeth, smooth mouth in its honey of lipstick.

“Then you’re still working – but not with Chris?”

“Oh – you know,” I feebly replied.

She seemed gravely serious. “You should have gone back. Stayed. The other stuff shouldn’t have interfered. I agree he can be a bit of a bully sometimes, but he’s very expert. And you are good. That last one – I’m sorry, I can’t think of the title –” She seemed very restrained, choosing her words slowly, careful of my feelings.

This was so insane, I took the risk. “The Galloping Magi,” I said firmly.

“Was it called that? That’s clever.”

“What had I named? A book – a ship?

Just then Rita approached. She snarled in my ear. “Your table 4 is kicking up a stink. Where’s her hot drink and cake?”

“It’s my fault,” said Jilaine quietly. “We’re old friends.”

We were old friends.

My feet were numb, and when I brought out the cold tea and abandoned macaroon, I might have been walking without every toe, Doll magnified.

Then there were thousands of customers, a ‘rush’. We rushed.

I saw her in glimpses. Once she smiled again, sympathetically. Poor me, helping out and treated like a skivvy. Poor me, who had made the Magi, whatever the fuck they were, gallop.

And then – she was gone. I turned, and she wasn’t there. She had spread her angel wings of ashy hair and flown away. She did leave a tip. I handed it to Doll.

“You have half,” she grudgingly said.

So I took one of the coins. And I thought, I’m going to be like one of those songs, and keep this coin.

But, things being what they were, tight, (as they always were) I’d spent it a day or so later.

I lived at that date in a room of number 12, Compton Road. It was a mangy old house, four storeys and a basement. The drive was all potholes that unified with rain into a lake, where dustbins and any stranded car reflected like liners. Tall trees loomed, moaning in fear either at the scent of drought or winter.

Needless to say, my room was at the top. Only an attic rose above me, and below all the other tenants regaled me with their noises, then came to complain about mine. Bathing in the communal tub one flight down was unpopular after nine p.m. because of the racket the plumbing made, along with post-midnight visits to either of the two lavatories. (“I heard you go to the toilet. Gone eleven it was. Kept me awake an hour.”)

What else can I say? I don’t want to over-emphasize the Room, but in a way I have to put you in the picture. At number 12 no one was allowed to decorate, and besides I couldn’t afford to. So I had peeling walls with patches of damp. The inside window sills rotted quietly, holes stuffed with newspaper, the free ones. No central heating, of course. A two-bar electric fire, which was undoubtedly dangerous as well as anaemic. I had once put some new curtains up, and laid rugs on the floorboards, and blankets on the mattress which also lay on the floor. In the beginning I had even tried to make the verdigris sink grow white again, scrubbing with Ajax until my whole body took its perfume. I did replace the cracked window at my own expense. (‘All breakages and etc must be attended to by tenant.’)

I had bought a coffee-maker and a small fridge with an icebox. I’d cleaned the cupboards of the kitchenette and lined them with nice clean paper, and put in tins of baked beans and soup, packets of pasta, rice – I even installed a bread bin, but it made the bread go stale. How was that possible? Such is life. Or, my life.

There was a plant too, and this was the one great success. It had cost a handful of loose change outside an old-fashioned ‘oil’-shop. Now, after three and a half years it towered at the window, the dark, deep green of a sacred grove.

They say women writers tend to do this. Give too much detail. But she – I mean Jilaine – she never wrote like this. What would she have said? ‘The room was small and mean; impoverished. It had one success, a green plant.’

And I must stop addressing you – she would never have done so. Probably you find it impertinent. And I don’t know who you are, anyway. My priest, really, since this is my confession.

But perhaps I must mention how I came to be living in the squalor of the Room, working part-time as a waitress just three or four days a week, when everyone else slaved the full five or six, and brought back enough to cement mortgage repayments on their home like guano.

There is little to say, luckily. In childhood I was dragged about from place to place in the wake of my mother, a dancer. Fatherless. I beheld a number of men come and go – which was, actually, exactly what they did. I had some schooldays. And there I wrote well enough and somehow gained eventually the illusion I could Write. However, the unvarnished cause of my adult life and Room was not failed idealism. Simply put, I’m lazy. Yes, not a struggling genius in lagging health, unfortunate and doomed. Work-shy.

Sometimes I do apply myself to things – like the new curtains, the lining paper on shelves. Then I always lose interest.

Naturally, being lazy, too, I didn’t ever want to work honestly for my living. Yet, also from pure laziness, I refused to fall in with the benefits system which just might have supported me, if I had not been too lethargic to be persistent, too mute with ennui to lie.

I opted for the easiest route, which was, then, to wait upon tables of persons sufficiently unlazy to have earned their toasted scones and cappuccino.

There it is. The sum of my parts.

But of course, I wanted more. Lazily wanted it maybe, and without ever thinking I could get it.

Did I ever resent the ones who had it by right? I mean, obviously, the rich.

Not the rich, no. But the affluent – oh, yes. Riches look like hard work to me after all, but affluence is undemanding. Just a bit more than you need. Er, quite a bit more.

And I saw these creatures who were like that, through a kind of scorching lens. So that reveals I covetously hated them. They didn’t deserve their wealth, most of them. So why should I, who didn’t deserve it either, have it?

You see how unlikeable I am. Not a charming or an appealing woman, would you say. But there I go, addressing you again.
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