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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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Introduction

BY KATE WILHELM

Students often ask, how can I develop a good style, and the answer is simple: Honor thy mother and father, eat your carrots, don’t step on the cracks in the sidewalk, and as surely as your hair grows and your fingernails lengthen, your style will develop. The companion question is: What should I write about? And another simple answer comes to mind: Don’t fret; your themes will find you.

If the novel is a doorway opening to another universe, then the short story is a window through which we can glimpse a contained piece of another world. In her novel The Falling Woman Pat Murphy opened wide the door into modern Mexico, as well as ancient Mayan times, and invited us in to walk and talk with compelling characters. In the stories in this collection we get glimpses of other strange and wondrous places and people. But a window works both ways: Not only can we see through to the other side, but from there we can look back and perceive the emerging writer. And this writer has eaten her carrots and done honor to her parents. Her style is emerging strongly, lucid, often lyrical, and uniquely hers. Her themes and concerns have discovered her and are demanding a voice.

From the earliest story in this collection, one recurring theme is undeniable: the meaning of personal power and talent. In “Touch of the Bear” power is denied, then accepted. It is shown to have a Shadow side that is both exhilarating and threatening. To carry the Jungian examination just one step further, we can see the strong line of continuity from past to present most clearly in this early story: The power is derived from sources so ancient they are the very basis for the collective unconscious, pure archetypes. The idea of the past as a dynamic force in the present surfaces again and again. This early story states the theme of creative power blatantly; the subtlety of the later stories is not yet developed, but the meaning is clear from the start. Again and again Pat comes back to the quandary that the possession of talent, of power, presents.

In “Don’t Look Back” the question arises: Isn’t talent enough to free one from a deterministic universe? In “Clay Devils” the creative power is recognized and dealt with in quite a different manner as a simple peasant artist comes to understand the high price creativity may exact. “Prescience” is a lovely story with a marvelous sustained tone that is a pleasure to read, and it deals with the question: If you knew what the future holds, couldn’t you arrange your life better? This is a late story, with a subtle treatment of the same theme, with yet another approach and without despair. In it Katherine of the story is accepting of her strange talent; she uses it honestly and openly and takes whatever consequences that follow with good humor. Not so in “Bones” where the power is manifest in a giant among humans, but a giant who must suffer torment because he cannot find the outlet his gift demands. To have such power denied through any means can be dangerous; instead of liberation there may be destruction of the self.

Another of Pat Murphy’s recurrent themes is the encounter with the stranger, the other who does not fit in, who is alien either literally or metaphorically. The stories in this group mature from the earliest, a simple wish fulfillment, through the alien as phantom lover, to a more complex treatment as in “In the Islands,” where the alien is web fingered and ocean-bound, and the human is very human indeed. Nick in this story, and Michael in “Orange Blossom Time” react to the other with suspicion, awe, envy, resentment, all the human emotions that such an encounter must excite.

In “A Falling Star Is a Rock from Outer Space,” a middle-aged, lonesome woman encounters an alien in a story that could have turned into just another horror story. Pat chose compassion instead of special effects to make the story rise above such easy categorization. And compassion is the key word for the very fine story “On a Hot Summer Night,” in which a lusting Mexican hammock vendor meets a strange woman who cannot get warm. The usual xenophobic treatment of the alien, the other, is missing in both of these stories; instead, compassion and acceptance bring about peace, the filling of a void, or even redemption.

The final story in this series is the highly acclaimed, award-winning “Rachel in Love,” which needs no further introduction here, of course.

One of the thematic threads interwoven throughout Pat’s novel The Falling Woman was the relationships within the triangle of mother/father/daughter. The complexity of parent/child relationships, of male/female relationships surfaces again and again in her work, not stridently as in the most radical feminist mode, but thoughtfully and even painfully. The man searching for his father and the Yeti, the girl whose sister ran way to space to escape domestic battling, the woman whose clever fingers created devils that turned her husband into a devil, these are all very human problems, not necessarily feminist concerns, except that feminism embraces all humanity, all its relationships. What makes a man sacrifice his daughter to achieve a material success? Her revenge is to keep him imprisoned in the box, one of the “Dead Men on TV.” What makes a man eschew a real woman for a vegetable wife? Her revenge is to teach him that even turnips have teeth. Explanations are not necessary; it is enough to have seen this situation unravel, or that one. We are given the vision; we can ponder the reasons.

And the “Women in the Trees,” a frightening, haunting story, doesn’t try to answer the questions either, but only poses them. The live oaks were old when the landlord’s grandmother was young. They have always been there, have always held a community of women who escaped, have always sheltered them; the continuity is intact. This collection is like a house of many windows, and this is one of the encapsulated worlds visible from within, ugly, forbidding, mysterious, real. Our world, after all.

These stories span a ten-year period, hardly a beginning to what will surely be a long career. Pat is flexing her muscles; her grasp is growing ever surer, her reach more ambitious, her vision sharper. She is still staking out a territory, and she has found a voice. Read and enjoy these stories, and anticipate, as I do, the new vistas to be revealed as she opens more windows, opens the door wide, and invites us in.

October 1989





Dead Men on TV

I stay up late each night, watching my dead father on TV. Tonight, he’s in Angels of the Deep, a World War II movie about the crew of a submarine. My father plays Vinny, a tough New York kid with a chip on his shoulder. He was about twenty when the movie was made; he’s darkly handsome, and an air of danger and desperation surrounds him.

I’ve seen the movie half-a-dozen times before, but I turn on the TV and curl up in my favorite easy chair with a glass of bourbon and a cigarette. The cream-colored velvet that covers the easy chair’s broad arm is marked with cigarette burns and dark rings from other glasses of bourbon on other late nights. The maid told me that the stains won’t come out, and I told her that I don’t care. I don’t mind the stains. The rings and burns give me a record of many late nights by the TV. They give me a feeling of continuity, a sense of history: I belong here. The television light flickers in the darkened room, warming me like a fire. My father’s voice speaks to me from the set.

“Can’t you feel it?” my father says to another sailor. His voice is hoarse; his shoulders are hunched forward, as if he were trying to make himself smaller. “It’s all around us—dark water pushing down. Trying to get in.” He shivers, wrapping his arms around his body, and for a moment his eyes meet mine. He speaks to me. “I’ve got to get out, Laura. I’ve got to.”

On the TV screen, a man named Al shakes Vinny, telling him to snap out of it. Al dies later in the movie, but I know that the man who played Al is still alive. I saw his picture in the newspaper the other day: he was playing in a celebrity golf tournament. In the movie, he dies and my father lives. But out here, my father is dead and Al is alive. It seems strange to be watching Al shaking my dead father, knowing that Al is alive and my father is dead.

“I’ve got to get out,” my father moans.

He can’t get out. For the next hour and a half, he’ll be stuck in the submarine with the water pressing in. I watch without sympathy as my father cowers in his bunk.

Late at night, I watch the movies, knowing that most of the men and women who move across the TV screen are dead. In my living room, they tell jokes and laugh, dance to big-band tunes played by dead musicians, lie and cheat and betray one another, argue and make love. And despite all that, they are dead. It seems strange to watch dead people on TV. Are they all being punished? What did the others do, who did they hurt, who must forgive them?

I never believed in heaven or hell or life after death until the day after my father’s funeral. I was sitting alone in my father’s house, and I turned on the television. My father’s face stared out at me. He was surrounded by stone walls and darkness. It took me a moment to recognize the scene from The Pharaoh’s Tomb. My father plays an archaeologist who is trapped in the tomb by a gang of criminals who want to steal the ancient artifacts.

“We’re trapped in here,” said a woman’s voice. She was on the edge of hysteria.

“There’s got to be an escape route,” he said. “We’ll find it. There’s got to be a way out.”

My father was right there on my TV screen, even though I knew he was dead. He spoke to me from the TV screen.

I figure it this way. The movie camera steals a person’s soul. Just a little bit of the soul with each picture it takes. But if a person is in a great many movies—well, then, his whole soul is sucked up into the camera and caught in the movies.

The way I figure it, I have my father’s soul in a box.

The Grocery-on-Wheels truck delivers my supplies: TV Guide, bourbon, eggs for breakfast, cold cuts for lunch, steak to grill for dinner, a few canned soups, fresh vegetables for variety. I cook for myself these days. I don’t eat much. The last cook disapproved of my drinking and pestered me to eat more, go out more. So I fired her and now I cook for myself, eating only when my body demands fuel.

As a child, I was overweight: a round-faced little girl who, in all the photos, wears a sullen expression. Now I am thin. My wristbones are enormous. I can count my ribs. My face is angular, and I can see the bones beneath the skin. I order my clothes from mail-order catalogs, and they are always too large for me, but I don’t mind. I wear them anyway, belting the pants tightly to keep them from falling.

After I put away the groceries, I don my bikini and lie by the pool, leafing through the TV Guide. My father left me this ranch house and the trust fund that supports me. The gardener tends the yard and the pool. The maid cleans the house. I keep my father’s soul alive by watching his old movies. He’s all I have left.

I was five years old when my mother died. I remember she had soft hands and dark curly hair. I have pictures of her: a soft-bodied woman tending to fat, with a round face and dark eyes.

She came to California from Georgia, a soft-spoken country girl with a slight southern drawl. She was working as a secretary at MGM, and she met my father there. At the time, my father was still taking bit parts in cut-rate monster movies and westerns.

The year I was born, my father landed his first big role—Vinny in Angels of the Deep. That movie was a hit, and he went on from there with a few more war movies. Then he played a hard-boiled detective in a series of movies and made a name for himself.

My mother started drinking heavily. Every afternoon she would sit by the pool, a glass of bourbon by her side. Some nights, my father wouldn’t come home. The next day, my, mother would start drinking early in the morning, lying in a lounge chair in her black one-piece swimsuit, dark circles beneath her dark eyes. I remember sticky kisses that stank of bourbon. I remember her telling me, “Your father’s a no-good louse.”

Bourbon and sleeping pills killed her. The coroner called it accidental death: She left no suicide note. But I know better: She killed herself; my father drove her to it. After that, my father was home even less. And when he was home, he seemed to look through me, as if I weren’t real. I hated that.

I don’t hate my father for the things he did to me. He didn’t do anything much to me. I hate him for the things he didn’t do. He didn’t love me, he didn’t want me, he didn’t care about me—and that’s what I can’t forgive.

He sent me to private boarding schools, where I waited desperately for summer break. Then, during summer break, he sent me to camp. I lived in dormitories and cabins, cared for by teachers and counselors and housemothers. And I saw more of my father on the movie screen than I ever did in life.

He married again—three more times. Each marriage ended in divorce. But he had no more children. One was enough. One was too much. I don’t think he ever wanted a daughter.

It’s one in the morning, and I’m watching a videotape of The Darkness Underground. My father plays an impoverished coal miner, working the mine in a company town.

The living room is illuminated by the light from the TV screen. I love the light the TV casts—it makes everything seem unreal, fantastic, as if the living room had no substance. The couch and end table are dim outlines, barely visible. In this light, I’m not real. Only the world on the TV set is real.

The videotape is old: colored snow flickers on the screen. I watch the videotapes only when I have no choice; I’d much rather watch a broadcast and know that many people are watching my father. But the tapes have some advantages.

“I hate this life,” my father says. He slams his fist down on the rough wooden table. “I hate it. I know why the fox gnaws off its leg to escape a trap.”

“Don’t,” says the woman who plays his wife. I think her name is Mary. She dries her hands on her apron and hurries to his side.

I stop the tape, run it back, then play it again. “I hate this life,” he says. Then he catches sight of me and stares at me from the television. “Laura, listen to me. Please.” His face fills the screen. His skin is mottled with red and yellow snow that dances across his cheeks like flames. He slams his fist into the table. This time, I stop the tape before the woman can rush to comfort him.

I play the scene over and over, watching him strike the table and cry out in anger and frustration, unable to escape. “I can’t stand this life,” he says. “Laura …” His eyes watch me from the screen.

At last I let the movie run to the end. My father leads the miners in a strike. They triumph against the company, but my father dies. It’s a good movie, especially the cave-in that kills my father. I play that over a few times.

At my mother’s funeral, I walked beside my father, holding his hand. I’ve seen pictures of us standing at the grave. My father looks handsome in a black suit; I’m wearing a black dress, black gloves, and a broad-brimmed black hat. The only spot of white is my face: round, pale, and mournful, with black smudges for eyes. I remember that the dew from the grass in the graveyard beaded up on my new patent leather shoes. The droplets caught the sun and sparkled like diamonds. Newspaper reporters took pictures of us, but I would not look at the photographers; I was watching my shoes. When we left the photographers behind, my father stopped holding my hand.

We rode back home in a big black car that stank of dying flowers. I sat on one side of the big backseat, and he sat on the other. His eyes were rimmed with red and his breath smelled of whiskey.

I can’t watch my mother on TV; she was never in the movies. I wonder what happened to her soul when she died. Is there a heaven for people who were never in the movies?

* * *

On Sunday afternoon, the two o’clock movie is Summer Heat. I’ve seen it before: my father plays a prisoner in San Quentin who was framed for a crime he did not commit.

At about one-thirty, I pull the drapes so that the room is dark and I switch on the TV. Instead of a picture, I get jagged lines, like lightning across the screen. I thump the side of the TV and the lightning jerks, but the picture does not return. The sound is a hash of white noise.

It’s the maid’s day off. I’m alone in the house and panic sets in quickly. I have to see the movie. I always watch my father’s movies. I smack the set again and again, bruising my hand. I switch desperately from channel to channel. Nothing.

I look under “Television Repair” in the telephone book. In shop after shop, the phone rings unanswered. Sunday afternoon and no one is at work.

Finally, at a place called Pete’s Repair-It, a man answers the phone. “Pete’s Repair-It. Pete speaking.”

“Thank God you’re there,” I say quickly. “My television’s broken and I have to have it fixed.”

“Sure,” says the man. “Drop it by on Monday and I’ll have a look.”

“You don’t understand,” I say shakily. “It has to be fixed this afternoon. My father will be on at two and”—I glance at the clock—”it’s quarter to two now. I’ll pay extra.”

“Sorry, ma’am,” he says politely. “The shop’s closed today. I just stopped by to—”

Then I break down. “You have to help me,” I plead. “You just have to. My father’s going to be on TV at two and I have to see him.” I start crying and I can barely speak.

“Hang on,” he mutters. “Just calm down. What’s the matter with the set?”

Between sniffles, I describe the TV’s behavior. He gets my address and promises that he will come right away. I pace, watching the clock. At five to two, I hear a van in the driveway. I meet the man halfway down the walk. He’s a broadly built man, middle-aged, with glasses and curly brown hair. Over the pocket of his red shirt, his name is embroidered: PETE. He carries a toolbox.

“Please hurry,” I beg him.

I watch him work: removing the back of the TV and inspecting the tangle of wires inside. “Would you like something to drink?” I ask awkwardly.

“Sure. Have you got a beer?”

I shake my head. “How about bourbon and lemonade? That’s what I’m drinking.”

“All right,” he says. “I’ll try it.”

He is whistling softly as I come out of the kitchen. “You could probably just get yourself a new TV for the price of this house call,” he says.

I nod. “Maybe I’d better get another. So I’ll have one as a spare.”

He chats as he works, talking about what’s wrong with the set, about how much a new set might cost me, but I pay little attention. I am watching the clock, waiting for the moment I can watch the movie. Finally, at two-thirty, he plugs in the set and the picture snaps into focus. “Thank you,” I say. “Oh, thank you.”

I curl up happily on the couch. On the TV screen, my father paces to and fro in his little cell. “I don’t belong here,” he says.

His cellmate, a wiry man with a thin face and cold eyes, lies back on his bunk and laughs. “You and every other con in the joint.”

“You don’t understand.” The screen shows a close-up of my father’s face, his tortured eyes, his square chin rough with stubble. “I’m innocent.”

“This is a great movie,” I say to Pete.

“You’ve seen this before?” He picks up his drink and sits beside me on the couch.

“Of course,” I say. “Five times before.”

“Sure, you’re innocent,” my father’s cellmate is saying. “You and everyone else. We’re all innocent.” The wiry man takes a drag on his cigarette then blows the smoke at the ceiling. “But we’re all stuck here together.”

“If you’ve seen it before, then what was the big hurry to get the set fixed?” Pete growls. He is staring at me with puzzlement and frank curiosity. “You got me out here on a Sunday with a sob story about your father being on TV, and—”

“That’s my father,” I say quickly, pointing to the TV, where my father is lighting a cigarette.

“He’s your dad?” Pete stares at the set. “I grew up watching his movies.”

“So did I,” I say. “I watch all his movies. All of them.”

For a moment, Pete glances from the screen to my face and back again. “Yeah, I can see it,” he says. “You look like his daughter.”

I’m startled. “You think so?”

“Of course,” he says. “Especially the eyes. You got the same eyes. I should have recognized you.”

I notice that his glass is empty and I offer him another bourbon and lemonade. He accepts. I feel strangely comfortable watching the movie with him.

“He died about a year ago,” I say. “But I watch all his movies. That keeps him with me.”

“What a great guy he must have been.” Pete hesitates a moment, then says soberly, “You must miss him a lot.” He puts one arm around my shoulders as if to comfort me. I lean against his shoulder.

“Not really,” I say. “These days, I’ve got him right where I want him. He can’t get away.”

Pete frowns. “What do you mean?”

“He’s right here,” I say. “I watch him every night.” I laugh and Pete smiles uncertainly. But he stays for another drink. And another. We both get a little drunk.

I seduce the TV repairman by the light of the television, that flickering uncertain light where nothing is quite real. My father watches from the screen.

The late movie is a musical. My father plays a gambler who falls in love with a society lady. Dead men and women sing songs about love, and Pete’s snores blend with the music, a rumbling bass voice. A vigorous chorus startles Pete; he wakes and blinks at me myopically.

“You okay?” he mumbles. He scratches his head sleepily, waiting for my reply.

“I just can’t sleep,” I say. “It’s okay.”

He struggles to a sitting position on the couch. “It’s my snoring,” he mutters gloomily. “I’m keeping you awake.”

“No,” I say. “Not at all. I just don’t sleep much.”

He sighs and pushes a hand through his hair. Half the curls stand on end. The curly hair on his chest matches the hair on his head. “My ex-wife always complained that I snored like a freight train.”

I study him with new interest. Knowing that he has an ex-wife who complained about his snoring somehow makes him more real. He is naked and that suits him better than the shirt embroidered with PETE’S REPAIR-IT.

On the TV, three dead women in tight, sequined dresses sing about summer nights, moonlight, and love.

“What happened to your ex-wife?” I ask.

“She found someone who didn’t snore and moved to Phoenix, Arizona.”

“Do you hate her?”

“Naw. I figure living in Phoenix is punishment enough.” He shrugs. “She’s got what she wanted, but she still isn’t happy. Some people just don’t know how to be happy.” He yawns and lumbers to his feet. “Want some hot milk to make you sleep?” Without waiting for my answer, he heads for the kitchen; I trail behind him. I watch him pour milk into a saucepan and rummage in the cupboards, a naked hairy man taking charge of my kitchen. “You got any brown sugar? It’s better with brown, but I guess white’ll do.” He heats the milk to near boiling, sweetens it with sugar, and sprinkles cinnamon on top. Then he fills two mugs and leads me back to the living room. “My mom used to make this when I couldn’t sleep,” he says, giving me a mug.

The milk is sweet and soothing. I have never tasted anything so good. On the television, my father is dancing with the leading lady. Her head is resting on his shoulder and they look very good together.

“I hate my father,” I tell Pete.

“Yeah?” He stares at the couple on TV and shrugs. “Why bother? He’s dead.”

I shrug, watching my father’s face on the TV.

“Come on,” Pete says. “Lie down and sleep.” I lie beside him on the couch and he wraps his arms around me.

I dream myself into my father’s movie. My father’s arm encircles my waist and we waltz together beneath crystal chandeliers.

The ballroom’s French doors open onto a clear summer night, but the room is cold and damp. The air stinks of decay, a charnel-house stench of rotting flesh and dying flowers.

My father and I spin together, and I catch a glimpse of the band. The bandleader is freshly dead; his body is bloated, the skin puffy and discolored. The dead musicians are in various stages of decay: a trumpet player presses the trumpet’s mouthpiece to bare teeth; his head is a skull, precariously balanced on the column of vertebrae that rises from the collar of his tuxedo. The bass player plucks the strings with skeletal hands.

“Relax,” my father says to me. He has held up better than the band, but his corneas have turned milky white, and the hand that holds mine feels suspiciously soft, as if it has begun rotting from the inside. “Isn’t this where you’ve always wanted to be?”

At small tables around the dance floor, well-dressed men and women talk and laugh, but the laughter sounds like chattering teeth and rattling bones. A blond woman has lost clumps of hair and her sequined evening dress hangs limply on her shoulders, no flesh to fill it out.

“You can stay here with me,” my father says. His eyes are sunken; his smile is the expressionless grimace of a skull. “I was never a good father. I can make it up to you now.”

I try to pull away, but he clings to me, clutching at me with soft decaying hands, staring with cloudy sightless eyes. I tear myself free and run from him, toward the open doors.

On the TV screen, a woman in an evening gown is running away across the dance floor. My father, handsome and whole, stares after her. A lock of dark hair has fallen into his eyes. He looks handsome and charming. The dance floor is filled with beautiful men and women.

I slip from Pete’s arms and unplug the TV before I can change my mind. The old television is too heavy to lift, so I drag it across the living room. The wooden legs make a horrible scraping sound on the Italian tiles in the entryway, and Pete wakes up.

“What are you doing?” he mumbles.

“Give me a hand,” I say.

Half-asleep, he helps me push the set down the hall and out the back door into the yard. He stops in the doorway, watching sleepily as I drag the set down the concrete walk toward the pool. Near the pool, I tip it off the path. It lies on its back in the damp grass, the screen reflecting the patio lights and the moon.

The VCR is light by comparison. I heap the videotapes on top of the TV. Then I clear the upstairs closets of my father’s clothing: white suits, tuxedos, a trench coat, a drawerful of blue jeans. A tweedy jacket carries his smell even now: a hint of tobacco, a whiff of aftershave, a touch of whiskey. I stand in the wet grass for a moment, holding the jacket and fingering the rough fabric. Then I drape it over my shoulders to keep off the wind. Pete watches, shaking his head.

In the garage, I find the can of gasoline that the gardener keeps there for the power mower. I am generous, dousing the clothes repeatedly.

A single match, and the heap of clothing erupts with flames. It is like the Fourth of July, like orgasm, like the moment when the monster dies, like the happy ending when the credits roll. Pete is pulling me away from the fire, shouting something. I struggle away from him for long enough to strip the jacket from my shoulders and hurl it into the flames.

I stand in the circle of Pete’s arms, leaning against his shoulder. The air smells of gasoline, flames, and wet grass. I watch the flames and listen to the distant sound of sirens. It’s good to be free.
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