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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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In Search of Bluebonnets

This book came to NESFA in a roundabout and ultimately satisfying way.

It’s a very unusual book for us to do, too.

It’s a book for chemists who might appreciate magical realism—though that barely describes the power and passion of the material.

Like many other works by Charles Harness, it’s about loss and gain. Mostly, however, it’s about love.

It’s about love for a woman, but also for a lost time and place. It’s about a man looking at his life and beliefs, and reaching for those things that made them matter.

Reaching ever backwards for the elusive scent of bluebonnets …

Priscilla Olson


INTRODUCTION

The best way to introduce this new novel by the legendary Charles L. Harness is to start with Gene Wolfe’s words to the publisher:

“There are perhaps a thousand wonderful books. Most of us are fortunate if we so much as hear the titles of them in the course of a lifetime. Very few of us ever touch the covers of more than half a dozen. This is one of them. If you do not buy the copy you are holding, you are not likely to see one again.”

All of Harness’s novels flow from the wellsprings of autobiography. Remembrance refracted through a science-informed imagination is what gives his novels reality and conviction. The author can’t help it; his talent works by occupying his created worlds with authentic experience and knowledge, however fanciful his conceptions.

When J. G. Ballard published Empire of the Sun, his autobiographical novel about his boyhood internment by the Japanese during the Second World War, it was clear that this novel was perhaps a key to all his science fiction and later novels, in which we find the signs, footprints, and healed wounds of the past. With Charles L. Harness we also sense bits of autobiography in his fictions, which may also include dreams and what-might-have-beens from his life, transformed into artful alternate realities.

But where in previous novels the autobiographical details lend an extra emotional charge to the fantastic dramas, and need no further explanation, the story of Cybele is more overtly autobiographical, in the manner of the growing-up novel. It is full of painful joys and beauties, as well as tragedies, and a sense of youthful places. The novel explains itself, but one feels that the author was more willing to approach his secret places and the hidden center with greater courage. I’m reminded of C. M. Kornbluth’s comment that the major component of fiction, especially science fiction and fantasy, is more concerned with “unconscious symbolic material,” with “the individual’s relationship to his family and the raw universe than with the individual’s relationship to society.” Social criticism is implicit, because a human being is presented from “inside” his experience. What else the reader sees in the wider context is up to him.

Cybele is not a long novel, and it keeps intently to the details the author wishes to present. What most interests him affects us more deeply because of this intense focus which sets all else aside.

It might be described as a ghost story, even a tall ghost story, in which the teller, Joe Barnes, knows full well how much he may be fooling himself and the reader in describing the miraculous, perhaps supernatural, events that guide his life. Or they may be naturally occurring phenomena poorly observed and only fancifully explained. This first love of the teller’s life, Cybele, has an undoubted effect on his life, whatever the explanations of how this comes about, and that is the larger truth of the story. The past and its people do live on in all of us. They may do so because we keep them with us, or because it can’t be helped. There is survival after death, in this way.

The denial of death and the power of hope are major themes in Harness’s work, clearly present in his classic novel The Paradox Men, which I had the privilege of shepherding back into print three times. In that novel Alar the Thief is also a ghost of himself, bringing an active hope back to humanity, as Ulysses did when he came home and set his house in order. Ghost stories are perhaps the classic form of storytelling, because storytelling is itself a way of resurrecting the dead past. Once we began to think of death as an observed finality, we also began to wonder whether what we see in the physical ruin of a human being is the last word, and to wish that it might be otherwise. It’s not over, ever, is a grand cry, and a powerful hope. A ghost story attempts to redeem a loss by making a “return” part of the story, in itself already a re-creation. One day perhaps we’ll make it so, by another road—along the way of knowledge and its creative applications. Until then we have writing and poetry, and all the arts that live by remembrance, which includes being mindful of possible futures.

The telling of this novel is hypnotic. The various stories within stories of Texas life during the Great Depression exhibit a humane curiosity about the people who were part of the teller’s life, despite the sharp, often bloodied edges of their behavior. Harness makes us care deeply about what happens to his people. The sense of detail, both suggested and presented, is extraordinary, as is the Twain-like ease of telling—so convincing that we accept everything we are told and believe it’s so, because it is so within us.

Science, especially chemistry, plays a large role in Joe Barnes’s life. He knows how to think, except when love mercifully clouds his skepticism—all to the better. He is skeptical of coincidences, but faces up to their reality.

For those of us who have read Harness, this novel can only confirm to us what we all know: that at the heart of all his works, both personal and literary, there lives a wonderful human being, whose eager, questing response to his own humanity and to the raw universe has earned him high praise for sharing his visions with his readers. Perhaps this novel will reveal him to be the major American writer whom we read in the words. His modesty prevents him from thinking of his work in this way, even though I suspect and hope that he has some inkling of his true accomplishments. He actually doesn’t need to think of himself in this way; he has spent his time on the writing, which fulfills itself in his readers.

George Zebrowski

Delmar, New York

May 22, 2002


Miss Wilson

My first real contact with Cybele Wilson where I could daily undress her with adoring lascivious adolescent eyes, was in high school. She was my chemistry teacher.

She was well named. In ancient Phrygian mythology Cybele was the Goddess of Nature. Miss Cybele Wilson was a very special teacher and a very beautiful woman. I was sixteen, nearly seventeen, and she was not yet twenty-four. Sure, I had a crush on her. A lot of the boys did.

I had never seen a completely naked woman, but I had seen plenty of girls at the Forest Park swimming pool, and I had seen explicit pictures in art magazines. I had a fair idea of how they were put together.

Mentally, and working at top speed as soon as she walked into the classroom from the lab bay, I stripped her of lab coat, cotton print dress, slip, brassiere, teds. By the time she reached her desk she wore only her stockings and garters and low-heeled shoes. As I watched her come through that door and walk those eight steps, I knew how Keats had felt, “On first looking into Chapman’s Homer.”

She had green eyes and long light brown hair, which she gathered in a bun at the back of her head. She was of average height. If I were holding her closely, the top of her head would fit just under my chin. Her breasts were perfect, neither over-large nor undersized. They were firm, presumptively virginal, the upper surfaces sloping to the nipple.

Below her breasts came the smooth slightly rounded belly, interrupted by her navel, probably lightly touched with lint. With my hands on her opulent hips I bowed and kissed that navel. Next …

I had to quit. She was checking the roll and I didn’t want to meet her eyes. Instantly I re-dressed her and hoped my jock strap was holding.

We sat in tiers, the highest rows in the back, so the students in the rear could see over the heads of those in the front. I sat in about the middle, out of the way, yet with a good view. Sometimes, to show us a specimen of something or other, she would leave her desk and walk up through the tiers. My heart would beat like a machine gun when she passed me. She never seemed to notice.

The year before, the student body had voted her the most popular teacher – which of course made her a bit suspect in the eyes of the administration. She was always into something new. She started an early morning volunteer class in calculus. Sadly I couldn’t attend because I had an early morning paper route for the Record-Telegram. It netted about fifty cents a day. Money. Always money. The Great Depression was a bad time.

Not much was known about her prior life. Her origins were at least semi-local. She had been boarded and educated through high school at St. Joseph’s Sanctuary, a religious institution out in the country west of the city, supported by endowments and donations. That would suggest that she was an orphan. On the other hand I understood that she had been regularly visited there by a lady who might have been her mother.

St. Joseph’s had a certain bizarre claim to fame – which it neither asserted nor denied. In one of its buildings known as the Cup Chapel there was in fact a cup. And not just any cup. There were those who contended it was the very cup that Jesus drank from, at The Last Supper; which is to say, it was the Holy Grail.

It was actually on display in the Cup Chapel. You genuflected, wished for whatever miracle you had in mind, dropped your offering in the collection box, and left.

Off to one side there was a pile of discarded crutches, canes, a wheelchair, a hearing trumpet, and so on. Outrageous fakery, some said.

It was known that when Miss Wilson left St. Joseph’s, she went East. From things she let drop, it appeared that she got her B.S. and M.S. from a university in Washington, D.C. And thence back home and into the august faculty of JimBowie High.

She had run-ins with the system from time to time.

Take the case of J.D. Jones.

Now of course students were not permitted to smoke in school. Some of the boys tried to get around the rule by chewing tobacco – which generated copious saliva and required frequent spitting. Hey, no problem. J.D. Jones, for example, carried a stoppered ink bottle. In chemistry he sat on the front row and we could all watch him as he went into action. As soon as Miss Wilson turned to the blackboard he’d pull out the stopper and spit. But on this particular day, with perfect timing, she walked over and confiscated his bottle. Eventually his mouth filled, and – oh boy! – he had to swallow. In fact, he swallowed plug and all. He turned green, and she sent him to the nurse’s office. He went home for the day. His mother complained bitterly to Mr. Vachel, the principal, who called Miss Wilson into the discussion. The matter was dropped when the school nurse pointed out that nicotine in this form was a fine vermifuge and that J.D. for several years had needed a thorough worming.

Miss Wilson came out of that one smelling like a rose.

Several of the other teachers were jealous of her and suspected her of various felonies and misdemeanors, such as being an evolutionist, an atheist, or even having Yankee parents. But they were never able to prove anything.

In class she would talk about the future. “It’s on the way,” she would declare. “We’ll have synthetic soaps. And plastics, clear as glass, tough as steel. We’re going to wipe out disease with new medicines and drugs. People like Albert Einstein will show us how to split the atom. We’ll have cheap new energy sources.” When she got like this, her beautiful green eyes would snap and sparkle. She spoke with solemn certainty, like a beautiful Delphic priestess.

Of course, word of her weird prophecies got back to her wide circle of enemies, and they added “dangerous insanity” to her growing list of crimes.

So why did she stay? I think because she loved to teach. Teaching was her passion, the way painting was van Gogh’s, or music was Beethoven’s. She loved the contact of minds, the awakenings, the widened eyes when an idea registered.

My last thoughts as I fell asleep at night were generally of her. I remembered how she walked: with rhythm and meter, a lyric in classic mode. A poem by Coleridge. Even when standing totally motionless, she radiated grace. Yet it was impossible to point to any one feature that defined her beauty. It wasn’t just her face (though that was beautiful). It wasn’t just her body, though that was certainly superb. It was the sum total of all of her that overwhelmed me. I never tried to analyze it. It just … was.
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