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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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Bunjy

Lucas said, ‘Oh, come on, Lettice. You did ask for it.’ But she just snivelled into her handkerchief and pulled her rabbit, Bunjy, closer to her. ‘It’s not fair,’ she whimpered. ‘Not fair.’

Lucas’s mouth opened but he closed it. Better not say anything. Better just to think it.

Lettice! What a name for this gangling sister of his! Twelve years old, almost as tall as he was at fourteen, purple-nosed with crying, blue-fingered with the cold – and crying like a child over a Rex rabbit called Bunjy. Bunjy …

‘You’ll soak Bunjy, crying like that,’ he said, trying to jolly her along. A mistake. ‘Oh, poor darling Bunjy!’ she moaned. ‘Darling, darling Bunjy! Does nobody love poor darling Bunjy, then …’

‘You can’t expect anyone to love poor darling Bunjy when he’s not house-trained and makes a mess on the rug in Mother’s bedroom,’ he pointed out. ‘A lambswool rug,’ he added.

But of course, Lettice skidded away from this commonsense point. ‘Nobody loves Bunjy!’ she cried. ‘Only me. Only Lettice.’

‘Rabbits love Lettice, Lettice loves rabbits,’ said Lucas, still feebly trying to be jolly. But still fighting against his inescapable dislike of his sister. He disliked her so much that they seldom quarrelled; quarrelling meant some sort of contact, some sort of closeness.

‘Well, I can’t help you,’ he said at last. ‘I don’t understand you. You bring the stupid bunny in when you’ve been told a million times not to; you let it make messes in people’s bedrooms; you get yelled at and kicked out; and now you want sympathy. I just don’t understand you.’

‘Nobody understands, do they, Bunjikins!’ she said to the rabbit. ‘Nobody understands me but you, nobody understands you but me.’

‘Oh, my gawd!’ said Lucas, and walked away fast, muttering a falsetto ‘We understand each other, don’t we, Bunjikins?’

Left alone, Lettice wiped her eyes with her hair then held up Bunjy with both hands around his chest. ‘We understand each other,’ she repeated softly.

She brought the rabbit closer and closer to her face, slowly, until they were eye to eye. At first the rabbit twitched; then it was still.

She looked into its eyes for a long time and said, ‘Oh, yes, Bunjy. We understand each other …’

‘A worry,’ thought Mrs Rideout. ‘Both of them a worry.’ She looked through the kitchen window at her son Lucas, striding along with shoulders humped. He paused to kick the head of a border pink hanging over the path. The flower head snapped off and arced through the air. Mrs Rideout flinched.

Worry. Lucas was a worry. He read and read and read, strange books, scientific books. But not science itself, not proper science, nothing useful, oh no … He was going to fail his exams if it went on like this. He was very clever, very clever indeed, they said so at school and in his reports. But he wasn’t getting anywhere. All theory, nothing practical. The sort of books he read would never get him through. Science fiction, psychology, genealogy. Never anything practical. Never the things the examiners wanted.

And Lettice. Oh dear, Lettice. Lettice was named after Great Aunt Lettice who was very well off and took a great interest in the children, a great interest. One day she would be gone, but all that money would still be there …

She picked up a stainless-steel vegetable chopper and began to chop celery very fast. Lettice! A pretty name, certainly, a feminine name, but not the right name for her Lettice, not the right name at all.

What would have been the right name, she wondered, looking across the lawn at her large daughter. Some rather shocking names suggested themselves. ‘Really!’ said Mrs Rideout sharply, and chopped away at the celery faster than ever.

Lucas went to his father’s room.

‘Bunjy at it again?’ said Mr Rideout, raising one eyebrow at his son. ‘A mess in the bedroom this time; wasn’t it? Bunjy and your sister Lettice. Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear … Don’t come in, I don’t want you, I’m busy.’

Lucas said, ‘I’ll come in, then.’ He entered the ‘study’, and his father settled back in his armchair and glowered at him. But Lucas knew he was delighted to be interrupted; if he was careful, he might trap his father into playing a game of chess. Lucas had started playing two years ago but already he beat his father six and a half times out of ten – the scoreboard on the wall showed that.

‘Bunjy,’ said Mr Rideout, gloomily. ‘Bunjy and Lettice …’ he settled deeper in his chair. ‘If I were a proper scientist,’ he began, ‘instead of a science correspondent – that is, a hack – I would be able to tell you, in scientific terms, what’s wrong with your sister.’

‘Your daughter,’ Lucas said, slyly. His father disregarded him.

‘I’d have a name for her condition, a long scientific name,’ Mr Rideout said. ‘But as things are, I’d just say she’s barmy. Nuts. Loony.’

‘Slipped her trolley,’ Lucas said, in an American accent. ‘Blown her stack. Flipped her lid. Can I have a sherry?’

‘None left,’ his father said, blankly. ‘All gone.’

Lucas picked up the bottle and held it to the light. It was half full. ‘White man speak with forked tongue,’ he said in his Red Indian voice. The two of them were always harking back to the half-century-old radio and TV plays. Mr Rideout had dozens of them on cassettes.

Lucas poured sherry into dusty glasses. They drank silently. Then Lucas said, ‘You ought to clean this place up. If you don’t, Mother will.’

‘Your mother’s losing her steam,’ said his father. ‘She hasn’t been round here for months. Still, it could do with a wipe round or something.’

‘Fumigation,’ Lucas suggested. ‘Or a major fire.’

Mr Rideout looked round the room at the piles of manuscripts, the spilling files, the used cups and glasses, the dictating machine rimmed with dirt on the surfaces his fingers didn’t touch, the big old IBM typewriter. ‘Soon, very soon,’ he said, in the high, whispering voice of the High Priest of Infinite Space, ‘I must ascend to a higher plane … What you humans call Death. And then – and then – all this will be yours, my son!’

‘Golly gee!’ Lucas said wonderingly, taking the role of the Stardust Kid. ‘You gotta be kiddin’, Pops! All this mine?’

‘Lettice,’ said his father, in his own voice. ‘Do you really think she’s barmy?’

‘I don’t know. There’s lots of girls like her, mad about ponies and rabbits. Anything with fur on it.’

‘One pony, eight rabbits,’ Mr Rideout said. ‘And that stoat. The one that bit her. Hamsters, dogs, that hedgehog with the eye infection –’

‘That’s gone, Dad. Dead and buried. You remember, Lettice cried –’

‘Don’t remind me. I never knew the human body had that much moisture in it.’

‘She’s a good weeper.’

‘Four solid days. And she kept saying that she’d never been able to talk to it.’

‘Well, that was the eye infection. She can’t talk to them if she can’t look into their eyes,’ Lucas told his father.

‘Just what is this business about looking into their eyes? She spends hours at it. Just gazing. I’ve watched her. It puts me off my stroke.’ He waved a hand at the littered desk. Then he said, ‘It worries me, it really does worry me. Does it worry you?’

‘Everything worries me,’ said Lucas, prodding at the dictating machine. He was tired of the subject. ‘I worry me.’

‘With reason,’ said his father, suddenly angry. ‘I wish I knew where the hell you’re pointing, Lucas. I don’t want you to end up like – like –’

Lucas could have supplied the missing word – ‘me!’ – but didn’t. His half-brilliant, half-successful, half-baked father was the person he loved, the person he could talk to. Yet he despised his father in some ways. He despised himself in just the same ways.

‘I don’t know,’ said Lucas at last. ‘I don’t understand Lettice at all. I don’t think I want to understand her. I don’t go for this fur-and-feather thing of hers. It’s not my scene.’

‘I wish you’d speak English,’ said his father, still angry.

But then he too became tired of the subject and said, ‘All right. I’ll give you a game. Best of three, no more.’

They got out the chessmen. Shadows lengthened in the untidy garden. The room filled with smoke. Downstairs, Mrs Rideout made telephone call after telephone call about a jumble sale.

By the rabbit-hutches, Lettice sat immovable, holding up Catchmouse, the Rideouts’ short-haired tabby cat. The faces of the girl and the cat were separated by inches. The cat was almost as still as the girl; only the tip of Catchmouse’s tail twitched from time to time.

The air grew colder. The sun was down.

In the study, Mr Rideout moved his queen diagonally right across the board and took a rook. Lucas began softly to whistle between his teeth; his father had him this time. Next the knight, then he’d bring out his rook. Check, check again, mate.

Downstairs, Mrs Rideout, at the telephone, said, ‘No, she hasn’t telephoned, she said she’d telephone and not a word. I suppose I’ll just have to phone her, it’s too bad.’ She drank her cup of tea before it got too cold.

By the rabbit hutches, Lettice said, ‘It’s no good, Catchy, I just don’t understand. You can’t mean that, you simply can’t.’ The cat got up, stretched until its whole spine quivered and walked off, tail high, into a currant bush.

‘Come back, Catchy!’ Lettice called after it. But it was gone, the tip of its tail flicked and disappeared between stalks and leaves.

Lettice shivered, crossed her arms over her chest and slowly walked indoors.

She could not believe the frightening things the cat had said.

That evening, the family sat together in the living-room watching television. Catchmouse watched too, unblinking and perfectly content. But then, Catchy watched television even when the set was turned off and there was no picture. If she wanted the set turned on, she sat on top of the set and craned her neck and head over the screen, dabbing at it with her paw.

Old Duff, the Dalmatian, lay with nose between paws. He was not asleep. His experienced old eyes were looking straight ahead at nothing. His breathing was like long sighs. Lettice thought to herself, ‘He’s remembering,’ but dismissed the thought. Duff never said much to her and she couldn’t really tell what he was thinking these days.

Duff’s eyes closed. He gave a long, wheezing sigh. Sleepy, Lettice thought. The dog’s sleepiness made her feel sleepy too. She blinked.

Catchmouse leaped to her feet and stood arched and bristling on the round pink mat with the faded flowers. The cat glared.

Mr Rideout said, ‘Ah, here we go again! “Look where it stands! In the same likeness as the king that’s dead! Question it, Horatio!”’

Catchmouse leaped sideways, and spat twice.

‘Hamlet’s father’s ghost,’ explained Mr Rideout. Nobody listened to him. Everyone watched the cat.

Catchy moved backwards, flinching her head in little twitches, tiptoeing and curvetting, jaws arched and dagger-teeth ready.

‘It’s the invisible mouse again, isn’t it, Catchy?’ said Mr Rideout. ‘After it, gal!’

‘Not a mouse,’ Lucas said. ‘More like a mastiff.’

‘Whatever it is, it’s a big one this evening. Isn’t it, Catchy?’

‘If Duff were a gentleman he’d go and help her,’ said Mrs Rideout, smiling at the outstretched dog. Hearing his own name, Duff jerked and snarled and uneasily shambled to his feet, looking about him. His old legs trembled, especially the hind legs. He growled deep in his throat, then walked cautiously towards the vacant space at which Catchy was glaring. He stretched his head forward, still very carefully, and sniffed – shook his head and sniffed again – growled, in a final, ‘Don’t say I didn’t warn you,’ sort of way and lay down again where he had been before.

Catchy too seemed to have reached a dead end in her battle with the invisible enemy. Now she tiptoed forward, placing her front paws neatly one in front of the other on the same line. Her head went back and forth, very carefully, as she prodded her nose at whatever it was.

‘They all do it,’ said Mrs Rideout. ‘Cats, I mean. Seeing ghosts or whatever it is. It’s funny how they all do it. When I was a little girl, we had a cat called Sooky and she used to do what Catchy’s been doing, I can see her now … Then she gave that up and took to just staring at one particular spot by the corner of the fireplace. She’d stare at it for hours, growling, happy as can be.’

‘Dogs do it too,’ said Lucas. ‘And horses. You know, suddenly rearing up. Baulking at nothing. Rolling their eyes. Throwing their riders.’

Mr Rideout jabbed a finger at the television set and said, ‘Do we have to watch this drivel? Because if we do, I’ll tell you the ending right away. It wasn’t the son that took the car keys, it was the son’s mother –’

‘Oh, let’s see the end of it now,’ said Mrs Rideout. ‘It’s quite good really. Don’t you think so, Lettice?’

‘I’ll just go to my room for half an hour, Mummy,’ said Lettice. ‘I don’t really want to watch it at all.’

As she left the room, Lettice picked up the cat and tucked it under her arm. Lucas and his father exchanged glances.

‘Gone to have a chat with the cat,’ Lucas said.

His father shrugged and they watched the end of the play.
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