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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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‘I never think of the future. It comes soon enough.’

Einstein



Hot still air hung over the evening rush hour as Mike Jerome walked wearily from the dubbing studio. He stood on the edge of the pavement in Bayswater Road jaded by thoughts of the immense amount of writing he’d put into this film. Distracted by a girl among the rush hour travellers he was reminded vividly of Sue—she’d not been in touch since their bitter parting in New York. Still he wasn’t unhappy. Just tired. An empty cab appeared and he moved quickly into the road flailing his arms. The driver manœuvred his vehicle deftly from the outside lane.

‘47 Frith Street,’ said Mike, as he settled back.

His mind wandered over the petty events that led up to the quarrel with Sue. She’d wanted to stay on in New York, where she could enjoy her new found friends, while he battled with the television and film people to get some work. He wouldn’t have minded, as he liked New York, but it was obvious Sue was interested in one of the men she’d met, and he didn’t intend spending vast sums of his hard-earned money feathering her nest to share with someone else. The row had been short, sharp and final. Since he’d started working on this film his tolerance level had dropped almost to zero. The flat was a bit of a problem with too much in it reminding him of her.

The taxi suddenly pulled up with a jolt; he was outside 47 Frith Street. Descending the stairs of the building to the basement door, he pushed it open and went into the jazz club. A moment or two and his eyes grew accustomed to the dim light. Standing up against the bar was the vast dark form of Pete Jones. Mike had met Pete some ten years before in Paris, when Pete was studying music at the Sorbonne, and he himself had been picking up spare cash by playing jazz piano in a club. From those very early days in Paris they had remained close friends.

‘How’d it go, man?’ asked Pete as Mike approached the bar.

‘So, so.’

‘Drink?’

‘Thanks, when did you start?’

‘Around ten, ten thirty,’ came the bored reply.

‘Idiot, when did you start boozing?’ asked Mike.

‘I think I must have been about six months old. My mother used to get me tight so that I wouldn’t cry while I was teething, ever since then I’ve been addicted.’

‘It must be about time someone put food in that stomach, then.’

Pete’s face lit up, ‘You’re paying?’ he said, as the two men finished their drinks and started to leave the club.

‘You know, one of these days I’ll drop dead with your generosity,’ said Mike.

‘Where to?’ Pete asked, taking no notice of the heavy traffic as he crossed Shaftesbury Avenue against the lights.

‘Wheeler’s; it’s fish night.’

They made their way through crowded Soho to Old Compton Street.

There wasn’t a table ready, so they deposited themselves in the bar with two large whiskys.

‘Got rid of her junk yet?’ asked Pete, draining his glass in one go.

‘No, but I’ll get round to it.’

‘Good, you’re well clear of that bitch.’

‘Right all along!’

‘Well, now that that relationship’s over, who’s next?’ asked Pete, with a big hearty chuckle.

‘Got any ideas?’ Mike grinned suddenly.

He remembered the nights they’d spent on boulevard St Germain, looking for talent in cafés. Usually they’d spend a fortune, or what seemed like a fortune, buying likely young women drinks, only to find themselves almost invariably cut off without any return on their investment. At these times, Pete would shake his head, sigh, and say with relish, ‘Well, now that that relationship’s over, who’s next?’ They would count up their remaining few francs and start again.

Pete ordered more whisky and looked thoughtfully at his friend.

‘Man, what’s bothering you?’

‘This,’ said Mike quietly banging his head with his hand. ‘I’m so tired I don’t really have much idea of what I’m doing.’

‘Take a break,’ urged Pete sternly.

‘I can’t, I’ve got this television programme to write.’

‘Drop it.’

‘Can’t afford to; it’ll be a stopgap until the film comes out. Then if everything goes, I’ll be able to do what I want to.’

‘Maybe, but it’ll be no use to you if you’re ill, or dead from a heart attack.’

‘Well, I’m not; and if you were in the same position you’d do the same.’

‘Sure, but you don’t use anything to keep you going,’ said Pete.

‘No. I’ve seen enough of you under the influence of drugs and drink not to want them.’

‘O.K., so go to a doctor, and see what he can do for you.’

‘Why waste the money? I know what they’ll say. Take a holiday.’

‘Well, whatever you say, Mike, I still think you need something to keep you from walking under a bus.’

Mike stretched out wearily. ‘There is something I could do with, and that’s a good massage, to iron out some of the aches and pains.’

‘That’s a great idea. There’s a girl in Harley Street. Don’t know how good she is at body rubbing, but she looks fabulous,’ said Pete with an evil grin.

‘What’s her name?’

‘Couldn’t tell you. She was in the club some time ago. You know, a little over-enthusiastic, talked to me most of the evening and then said she worked in Harley Street, and any time I wanted a rub down, to go along.’

The restaurant manager came into the bar and told the two men their table was ready. They climbed the stairs to the first floor and settled into two very comfortable chairs in a corner.

‘You know,’ said Pete, tucking into his sole with relish, ‘you ought to concentrate on writing novels. You never seem to be under as much strain when you’re doing that.’

‘True, but novels don’t pay as well as screen writing. I have a great objection to film companies’ buying good stories for peanuts, then employing someone at a very high fee to write a screen play.’

‘Maybe you’re right, but the money you earned at novel writing didn’t leave you exactly poverty stricken,’ said Pete, pouring out more wine.

‘That’s true. Maybe after I’ve finished the television project, I’ll get down to writing a novel.’

‘Any idea what you’ll write about?’

‘I don’t really know, but I’ve always wanted to write a book about the last few seconds of life. I’ve often thought that in those moments one might see something of the future,’ said Mike seriously.

‘You mean to say that when I snuff it, there will be a moment before death, when the whole future that I might have had will flash before me?’ asked Pete with solemn interest.

‘Something like that. With all the talk of E.S.P., and other forms of telepathic communications, I think it might sell.’

‘It’s a bit gruesome, isn’t it?’

‘Not really. Think of what one can say. I could even include my thoughts on the inevitable collapse of civilization as we know it today.’

‘That’s sheer pessimism. Everyone knows the dangers of over population. Surely something will be done about it?’ said Pete confidently.

‘Maybe, but I feel that it’s been left too late. Scientists are not allowed to do much about it, and the politicians won’t, for fear of being unpopular.’

They ate in silence for a few minutes.

‘There’s only one snag to that bright idea of yours: each person’s idea of his future might be different?’ said Pete, emptying the wine bottle.

‘Yes, that’s true. Each one of us is conditioned to certain outside events, and finally we will be limited by these conditions. Look at the amount of conditioning the general public have had about the threat of a nuclear war. If this conditioning was released at death, most of them would probably only see their future in relation to a third world war.’

‘I think you’re going to have one hell of a problem writing this little lot up,’ Pete said, smiling at Mike, who grinned back.

‘That’s why I must get some massage, otherwise my typing shoulders won’t be able to function properly.’

The meal over, Mike and Pete made their way out of the restaurant into the street. A clock above a shop showed nine forty-five. The two men started strolling leisurely back to Frith Street. The June evening was still hot, but not too heavy.

‘Are you going to sit in with us?’ asked Pete as they re-crossed Shaftesbury Avenue.

‘I shouldn’t think so, but I’ll come in for a while.’

The club was not full. Pete made his way backstage while Mike squeezed onto a small table with four other jazz enthusiasts. The five-piece band, with Pete playing drums, thundered away for over two hours before they took their first break. Mike came out of his semi-conscious state when Pete got hold of his arm and dragged him to the bar, for whisky.

‘Do you want to tinkle the keys?’ Pete asked, passing Mike a large full glass.

‘I’m glad these are on the house.’

‘That’s not what I said, man.’

‘I know. No, I don’t feel like it. I must say you’ve improved since Christmas.’

‘What? I was so high I don’t remember Christmas.’

‘I know. You brought Christmas up all over Sue’s new carpet and then fell in it.’

‘You didn’t do a good job in cleaning up. I remember smelling myself at New Year,’ Pete started to laugh.

‘Cleaning you up. Easier said than done. Have you ever tried bathing two hundred and twenty odd pounds of giggling fun?’

‘No, but I’d sure like to try,’ said Pete, pushing an elbow into Mike’s side.

‘Pete, before this conversation drops much lower, I think I’d better make my way home. How about dinner tomorrow night? I’ll be here about seven.’

‘Sure, that’ll be great. Don’t forget your massage,’ said Pete, putting his arm round Mike’s shoulders and giving them a squeeze.

‘I won’t,’ Mike said, looking for somewhere to put his glass down.

‘You’re not feeling sad now, are you?’ asked Pete quietly, as they moved into the fresher air of Frith Street.

‘I don’t feel depressed, just tired.’

‘Sure, and you’ll find Uncle Pete was right about that bitch.’

‘Come off it. She had her bad side, but she also had some warmth,’ Mike said defensively.

‘Of course, and from looking at you, you could do with some warmth to bring you in from the cold bad side.’

Mike laughed, gave Pete a feign punch, bade him good night, and walked reflectively away.

The morning sun streamed in through the bedroom window. Mike opened a weary eye. From the height of the yellow fireball in the sky he surmised that it must be around nine o’clock. A careful study of the sounds of the traffic activity in Albany Street convinced him. He opened both eyes, stretched, and reached out for his glasses. His guess at the time was only half an hour out. It was almost eight thirty.

Mike got up, turned the radio on and went into the kitchen. He put the kettle on, took a large old mug off a shelf, added two very large heaped teaspoons of coffee and retreated to the bathroom. He studied his beard in the mirror, then shaved. This chore finished, and no sound from the kettle, gave him time to put his contact lenses in. It took him a few minutes to clean them as they always seemed to be covered in muck, especially when he’d been in a smoky atmosphere. He put the clean right lens onto the tip of his index finger, opened the lids of his eye wide, and placed the lens on the iris. Vision came slowly into the eye as the lens settled. He repeated the operation with his left eye.

The kettle whistled and he poured the hot water into his coffee mug. There wasn’t any milk. No woman, no milk. He shrugged his defiance and, equipped with his mug of black coffee, dressed. He slid into a pair of honey-coloured cords, and an almost matching roll neck sweater. A rummage round the bottom of the wardrobe produced his old desert boots, which he fought to get on. He closed the wardrobe doors. Sue hadn’t been to collect her things or asked for them to be sent on. In a cowardly way he always hoped she’d come and collect her clothes while he was out.

Mike was now dressed, but felt aimlessly that he had nowhere to go. Be industrious, he thought to himself, looking at his desk. He didn’t really want to get down to work, so he compromised. He would first go for a massage. He remembered Pete’s enthusiasm and booked an appointment, with what sounded like a very sexy voice. He finished his coffee, picked up his old well-worn suede jacket. A feeling of guilt swept over him, as he looked again at the notes for the television idea but before his conscience could get the better of him he’d left the flat and descended to the lobby.

‘Morning Sam,’ said Mike, as he sauntered through.

‘Good morning, Mr Jerome. Lovely day outside,’ observed the commissionaire.

‘Lovely. I’ll pick my mail up on my way back,’ Mike said, opening the outer doors.

‘Very good, Mr Jerome,’ Sam called after him.

The morning air smelt great, as Mike worked his way to the outer circle of Regent’s Park, instead of bus-ing it down Albany Street. Rush hour was at its peak, and it took him a few minutes to cross the road. Every time he came back from abroad, he found himself looking left first instead of right. Making his way to the central path running through the park, he turned south and walked steadily along, relaxing in the fresh air. On a morning like this, he began to think of holidays in the sun. It was ages since he’d had a real break, in fact the last time must have been five years ago.

Mike crossed Euston Road to Regent Crescent. On seeing the B.B.C. building at the end of Portland Place, he made a mental note to pop in and find out whether there was any work he could do for them. He turned into New Cavendish Street, and made his way to Harley Street. The houses all had a neat well-kept appearance. He walked to the end of the street, checked the time, as he didn’t like the idea of waiting too long, then turned and, walking back, punched the appropriate door bell. When no one came he tried again. Still no results, so he pushed the bell good and hard, and when nothing happened, grew impatient and tried the door. It didn’t open, so he gave a really hard push. At the same moment the door gave and he flew into a quietly lit passageway. Gathering himself together he realized that someone was standing there closing the door behind him.

‘Sorry about that,’ said Mike, trying to see clearly the person who opened the door.

‘That’s quite all right, it was my fault, I was on the telephone,’ said an extremely attractive woman. ‘You must be Mr Jerome.’

‘Right,’ said Mike, staring a little. Pete had been right.

‘This way please, I shall be ready for you in a moment,’ said the woman showing him into a small waiting-room.

Mike slowly paced round the room. On the wall were hung old sporting prints, and on a table in one corner was a collection of Country Life, Motor and Punch.

‘Mr Jerome, I’m ready for you,’ said the woman, coming in through a communicating door dressed in a white coat. Mike smiled and followed her.

‘You can undress here,’ she said, indicating a small cubicle.

‘Tell me,’ asked Mike, undressing, ‘I didn’t catch your name on the phone.’

There was a delightful laugh. ‘Colleen, Colleen Winston.’

‘Irish?’ asked Mike.

‘I don’t think so. All I know is that my father was a great romantic.’

‘You know the friend who told me about you really underestimated your good looks,’ said Mike dreamily from the couch.

‘Really, and who was this friend of yours?’ asked Colleen gaily.

‘Pete Jones, plays drums in a jazz club in Soho. Do you like jazz?’ asked Mike feeling the vibrating machine rubbing hard into his knotted back muscles.

‘Yes, but I think Pete found me very naïve,’ said Colleen.

‘I wouldn’t say that.’

‘Wouldn’t you,’ laughed Colleen. ‘What do you do for a living?’

‘Write.’

‘Anything in particular?’

‘No, not really. I flog certain hobby horses in everything I write but I work on anything,’ said Mike, beginning to relax under the treatment.

‘Why do you write?’

‘I suppose, I suppose I like to entertain people,’ Mike said thoughtfully, ‘or at least to take them out of themselves. And maybe make them think a bit.’

‘Have you ever thought of writing science fiction?’

‘Yes, but I’m not a scientist and an idea has to have a smack of authenticity about it to appeal to me. Given a scientific theme, I reckon I could construct a good plot.’

‘If you could talk to a scientist, would that help?’

‘Of course, but most scientists are far too busy to be bothered,’ laughed Mike.

‘Well, I have a client, a physicist at London University, who is always saying writers can’t get the science right. Would you like me to give him a call and see if he is interested?’

‘Certainly.’

‘Any time suit you?’

‘Yes, my time’s my own.’

‘Good, I’ll give him a call. I’ll be back in a moment.’

Nice woman, thought Mike as the rubbers massaged deeply into his back. He began to feel a little giddy, almost as if he’d been out in the sun for too long.

‘Did you get hold of your client?’ said Mike, raising himself on one arm, as the woman reappeared.

‘Yes, he said he’d be at the physics department, just behind the Royal College of Music, all morning on the sixth,’ she said shyly.

‘Day after tomorrow, that sounds fine. I’ll be sure to go along. Whom shall I ask for?’ said Mike getting off the couch, and going into the cubicle.

‘Professor Smitt.’

‘Right. And thank you very much,’ said Mike, coming from behind the screen.

The sixth dawned another beautiful day, and as Mike walked down Albany Street looking for a taxi, he wondered whether Cornwall would be a nice place to continue his ideas for the television programme. Then there was always a possibility that this Professor chap might suggest something useful.

Mike took a taxi to the Royal College of Music. He walked round the block to the back of a complex of buildings and eventually spotted a sign saying, ‘Engineering Department.’

‘Excuse me,’ said Mike to the doorman, ‘is there a physics department here?’

‘No.’ The man said slowly, ‘no, not that I know of.’

‘Thank you,’ Mike said, turning to look elsewhere.

‘They might be able to help you in the Engineering Department,’ the doorman said calling after him, ‘along the corridor, first door on the right.’

‘Thank you,’ called Mike to the man.

He pushed the door to the lab open shivering for an instant in the sudden cool. The large laboratory was filled with the usual apparatus, electrical wiring, heating equipment and scientific hardware dotted around on various benches.

‘Can I help you?’ came a pleasant voice from the lab.

‘Yes,’ said Mike, walking in the direction of the sound, ‘I’m looking for Professor Smitt.’

‘Hang on, he was around here a few minutes ago,’ said the fresh-faced young man.

‘Thank you.’

‘Mr Jerome?’ said a tall, thin man coming from the direction of an office.

‘Yes.’

‘Smitt, Professor Smitt,’ said the man, smiling and holding out his hand.

‘I thought I might have got the wrong building,’ said Mike, shaking hands.

‘No, no, I was expecting you. Colleen Winston tells me you’re an author.’

‘That’s right, Professor.’

‘You make a living at it?’ asked the man, smiling.

‘Yes. The first years can be rough though.’

‘I’m sure that’s true, as it must be in many creative fields,’ said the Professor with a fatherly smile. ‘Well, not to waste any time,’ he continued briskly, ‘I think it would be simpler if I told you the idea I had in mind, then you can tell me what you think. Let’s go into my office.’ He turned to look intently at his visitor. ‘You know Einstein had a theory called “The Time Dilation”, or just simply, “Time Dilation”. Now it occurred to me that one might use this idea in a story.’

‘Rather like H. G. Wells, you mean?’

‘Well, the device would be different from Wells’s Time Machine. You see, if we were to travel away from this planet at the speed of light, we would age very little in comparison with the people left here on earth.’

‘I see, so if I were shot away in my high-speed rocket and returned in, say, five years Earth time, people here would be five years older, but I might be only a few minutes older?’

‘Yes, but please remember, there is one very important point in telling time stories, and that is it is not possible to go backwards in time.’

‘So I’ve heard, but never understood why,’ said Mike.

‘For the moment, let us say that, as far as physics is concerned, one can only go forward. I think to offer you a scientific explanation at this stage would perhaps be too confusing,’ smiled the Professor.

‘If one packs humans into a rocket that travels at the speed of light, even enthusiastic science fiction readers might be a bit sceptical,’ Mike objected.

‘Yes, I agree.’ The Professor nodded briskly. ‘I would say that one could use some source of light, perhaps a laser beam. Reduce the human structure into a form that can be transmitted as electrical pulses, shoot this information down our light beam, and at a convenient point reflect it back.’

‘Very good, but how far can you reduce the human form into electrical information and how would you convert it back again?’ asked Mike, liking the idea.

‘I think you would have to use an explosive breakdown of the human form, involving a highly organized source of energy. To reproduce the information you could use a hologram picture of the total information. So if we used you, before we could proceed we would need such a three-dimensional picture. When the information came back, it would be passed back through the hologram picture and there you’d be. Here, I’ve jotted down some notes for you.’

‘Thank you, Professor. It sounds most intriguing and certainly I’ll be glad of the notes. Probably the best thing for me to do is to go away and write up a format and then let you read it,’ said Mike, holding out his hand.

‘I shall look forward to reading it,’ said the Professor.

‘If this goes as a television project there’s going to be money involved. How would you see your part in this?’ asked Mike politely.

‘What do you suggest?’ smiled the thin man.

‘Well, if we get paid for the format, how about a fifty-fifty split?’

‘I think that sounds very fair,’ said the Professor.

‘Oh, by the way, do you think it is possible in the last moments before death, to see a certain amount of the future?’

‘It’s a thought, but without having the experience I couldn’t really say,’ said the man with a jovial twinkle in his eyes.

‘Thanks,’ said Mike jauntily walking away. The time idea was good. He started to hum as he left the building.
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‘It’s dogged as does it. It ain’t thinking about it.’

Trollope



Standing on the pavement, he wondered what to do. The urge to go back to the flat and write was strong, but he felt reluctant to leave the clear sunny morning. He knew he would have to wind himself up. He didn’t know why, but he worked better under tension. When he finished whatever he was writing, he was like a wet cloth.

Defiantly spinning on his heels a couple of times, he set off in the direction of Hyde Park. He aimed a light kick at a piece of paper laying conspicuously on the edge of the pavement. It rose about a foot in the air before being sucked away into the middle of the road by a passing car. That’s life, thought Mike as he stopped to cross Kensington Gore to Alexandra Gate. The lunchtime traffic was dense. Cars, vans and lorries roared by giving no time to cross, unless one were an Olympic hundred-metre gold medallist. Mike held up his hand to the oncoming traffic and stepped out into the road. Cars manœuvred to avoid him, and eventually he reached the island in the middle. He looked up at the traffic light standard, but the signals weren’t visible. Mike shook his head at a motorist trying to inch into the road from Alexandra Gate. Typical British efficiency, he thought to himself as he made a dash for safety.

The Metropolitan Police were exercising their beautifully groomed horses, completely unaware of the chaos building up outside the Albert Hall. Mike waited for the horses to trot by and crossed towards the Serpentine. Small boys knelt by the water playing at being admirals and ships’ captains, while their coloured blocks of wood plied backwards and forwards over a few feet of water. The line of prams with their custodians in neat pressed uniforms reminded Mike of a picture of a royal gathering in Elizabeth the First’s time, watching some gallant sailor going off to sea. He made his way round to the east end of the lake, to a small coffee shop. A duck looked at him from the water and laughed in a cynical fashion. The smell of newly-mown grass was strong, and Mike could almost hear the sounds of a Sunday afternoon cricket match on the village green.

‘Yes?’ said the mini-skirted waitress, showing off her hips by shaking them.

‘Coffee, please,’ said Mike, sitting down at the small metal table.

‘Anything else?’ inquired the girl. Mike shook his head, and the girl turned, revealing a very compact behind.

A motley selection of humans sat stuffing their stolid faces with cakes and inedible-looking sandwiches. No wonder the British economy was in such a pathetic way. Mike couldn’t quite see these people around him as the driving force behind the swinging, advancing, new economic growth that the Government had been urging.

‘That’ll be one and nine,’ said the waitress. Mike felt in his pocket and produced a handful of pennies. He laboriously counted out the money, but was fourpence short. In his wallet he found three ten-pound notes. The girl grudgingly took one.

‘Your change,’ she said curtly, bored with this inattentive young man.

Mike felt elated as he began to ponder on the morning’s meeting. A boat with a young couple in it nosed its way gently along without the assistance of oars.

The idea that Professor Smitt had mentioned to him was developing. Although much had been written on time travel, he felt that the new idea had the makings of a very good story. His central character would be a musician, perhaps a top-flight concert pianist who knows that his illness cannot be cured for some time to come. He is involved with an eccentric physicist, who suggests that he should be thrown forward in time, say ten years. The pianist is both amused and angry at the ridiculous suggestion, but after consideration he goes back to see the professor. The man has vanished. He searches round the laboratory, and without warning is swept up into a time change. The mechanics of the time change could be left to Professor Smitt, Mike thought, as he finished his coffee.

He left the coffee shop, and strolled towards Marble Arch. The urge to work was now very strong. Mike decided to go home and start writing. As he walked along over the green turf, the story began to take shape. Once the pianist was in the time machine each episode could deal with another period in time. One reason would be that the pianist was summoned from his own time to a future where music has almost been lost, and musicians were needed to fill the gaps. The stories should be almost pure adventure but with a strong social background. In fact, if there were going to be thirty-two or -three episodes, then the overall social picture could be the slow breakdown of civilization as one knew it today. Mike’s mind was now really racing. Once he’d sketched the outline, he could see the television people to find out their reaction. If he worked into the night he felt he could get the outline done, and tomorrow go to the TV company.

Reaching Park Lane, he was just about to hail a cab when he changed his mind and descended into the subway leading to the Marble Arch tube station. He found a telephone booth and dialled Pete’s flat. The phone was eventually picked up and the line started to blip. Mike forced in a sixpence and waited for the machine to digest it.

‘Hello, Pete?’

‘It’s not dinner time yet, is it?’ came a very sleepy voice.

‘No. Listen carefully. I’m going back to the flat to do some work. I want to get a story outline finished tonight, so I think we’ll have to scrub dinner unless you want to drop round for a bite later on,’ Mike said in a rush.

‘Going home to write. Can’t afford to take me to dinner, so collect food and come round when I’m ready,’ came Pete’s yawning reply.

‘That’s it. What time?’

‘Seven,’ Pete said and the phone went dead. Mike replaced his receiver, and smiled.

He bought a ticket and made his way via Bond Street and Oxford Circus to Regent’s Park. Here he came back into the sunlight, and walked quickly up through the gardens. He passed through a small alleyway to the front of the block of flats where he lived. He was about to go in, and stopped. He wasn’t quite sure why he’d stopped and then remembered that he still hadn’t any milk. He crossed the road, heading towards a small grocery shop where he bought milk and a large jar of coffee. He didn’t really like instant coffee, but when he was working it was simpler to make than proper coffee.

He hurriedly left the shop, and reached Albany Street. Clutching his parcels, he stopped, looked left, and stepped off the pavement. His momentum carried him several yards into the road before he looked right. It was too late. The taxi was on him. The driver must have applied his brakes hard—blue smoke rose from the taxi’s front tyres. Mike stood transfixed in horror as the vehicle rammed him. He felt the hard metal cut into his legs, before he was thrown up in the air and tossed over the bonnet of the taxi. Mike felt himself hit the tarmac, with a sickening thud. He heard voices and the sound of running footsteps, but consciousness was slipping away. The world around him began to blur grey and then dark grey. Suddenly he saw a small fireball somewhere above him. From this ball of light came small darts which, curving rather than moving in a straight line, seemed to go straight into his head. Everything exploded into tiny fragments of light and he passed into the world of unconsciousness.

Mike’s head felt as though he’d been run down by a jet plane. Even with his eyes closed he could still see the little darts of light. Suddenly, whatever he was lying on moved, and he opened his eyes. He found himself being lifted out of an ambulance.

‘Glad to see you’re still with us,’ said a cheerful voice.

‘So am I,’ said Mike coughing violently.

He was carried in through large swing doors, down a small corridor to the outpatients. Mike coughed again as he smelled the heavy odour of disinfectant. The stretcher was carried into a cubicle, and left. Mike ached all over but there was no pain except in his chest. He moved his hands over the parts of his body he could reach, and to his joy found no broken bones.

‘What have we here?’ said a peppery looking man.

‘Carbon monoxide poisoning,’ said a younger man. The peppery looking man started to give Mike a simple examination.

‘Carbon monoxide poisoning?’ said Mike, dumbfounded.

‘You’ll be all right. Just a simple injection, and you’ll be able to go home,’ said the older man, preparing it. The younger man rolled up Mike’s sleeve, and he was given the injection.

‘There. You’ll be as right as rain,’ said the older man, throwing the syringe away, and leaving the room.

‘Carbon monoxide poisoning,’ Mike repeated.

‘Yes,’ laughed the young intern, ‘what do you think you’ve got?’

‘I thought I’d been knocked down by a taxi.’

‘Pity you hadn’t, it would have given us something interesting to work on. I think you’d have a job nowadays to get run down,’ said the doctor picking up a sheet of paper. ‘Now, can I have your insurance number, health insurance number.’

‘I’m sorry I don’t know it,’ Mike said, wondering what the man was talking about.

‘You must have an insurance number.’

‘If I do, I’m sorry I can’t remember it.’

‘Then I’m afraid you’ll have to pay for the injection.’

‘How much?’

‘Oh. Six pounds,’ said the intern casually.

‘Where have you been?’ said the intern, looking at the pound notes Mike gave him.

‘Nowhere,’ Mike said, beginning to get fed up. ‘Tell me, what is this business about insurance numbers?’

‘Didn’t you get all the bumf, when they changed over from the old National Health Scheme?’

‘No, I’m afraid I didn’t,’ said Mike, in great confusion.

‘Well, it’s a useful policy to have. You can get one from any insurance company. You know, just like a car insurance policy. You pay a fixed premium to begin with. Then if you have no claims in the year they reduce your premium. You ought to see about it, medicine can cost an awful lot nowadays.’

‘Thanks for the information,’ said Mike, getting up off the stretcher. ‘What hospital am I in?’

‘University College Hospital,’ replied the intern. ‘Do you live far away?’

‘No,’ said Mike. ‘Tell me, why does an injection cost so much?’

‘It’s not the injection that’s expensive, it’s the doctors’ time and things like the ambulance. Drugs only cost a few pence, except for the anti-tissue rejection ones,’ said the intern, opening the door.

‘What is a Terminal Ward?’ asked Mike pointing at a sign above a door.

‘We send cases there that might not live more than twelve hours after they’ve been admitted. If they live for longer, but turn into cabbages, then they are allowed to die. Do you feel all right?’ said the doctor, somewhat concerned by Mike’s questions.

‘Fine, just a little confused,’ said Mike trying to force a smile.

Mike left the intern looking after him strangely and walked to the entrance to the hospital.
OEBPS/images/9781473210882.jpg





OEBPS/images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





