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      I was finishing the outline of a thriller set on Mars when the phone rang.

      “Ed Bentley,” I said.

      “Ed, Charles here.”

      “Speak of the devil.”

      “Come again?”

      “I was just thinking about you,” I said. “I was wondering what the situation was with Danny at Worley and Greenwood. They’ve been sitting on the last outline for three months now.”

      “Ah…” my agent said.

      One word, two letters, a prolonged aspiration. “Ah…” For all its brevity, it was freighted with the intimation of dire tidings.

      “Go on,” I said.

      “That’s what I’m phoning about.”

      “Bad news?”

      “Well, not all bad news.”

      What the hell, I thought, did he mean by that?

      “Let me guess,” I said. “Danny wants the location switched from Britain to the US? He wants me to change the leading man to a leading lady – preferably a feisty, ass-kicking lesbian? And instead of the novel being SF, he wants some cute girl-meets-girl urban vampire romance shite. Am I close?”

      “You’re a very cynical man, Ed.”

      I laughed, or rather, tried to. “I’ve been in this business thirty-five years,” I said. “What do you expect? Anyway,” I went on, “what doesn’t he like about the outline?”

      He hesitated. “Danny emailed just now to say he doesn’t want the novel, full stop. Hard sell in the US, he said.”

      “Doesn’t want it?”

      “I’m sorry. I’ve forwarded you his email.”

      I sat back, vacillating between anger and despair. I’d been banking on the signature advance to pay a few outstanding debts.

      “Very well… Look, I’ve just finished outlining that idea I had for a high-tech thriller set on Mars. We were going to try it with Gollancz, but I suppose we could run it past Danny.”

      A silence from the other end. An ominous silence.

      “Charles? Are you still there?”

      A long sigh wended its way through the telephonic labyrinth from his sumptuous office in Kensington to my less-than-sumptuous two-bedroom Hackney terraced house. “I’m afraid Worley and Greenwood have decided to pull the plug.”

      “Pull the plug,” I said. “I like your use of the euphemism.”

      “You have to admit, Ed, that sales have been rather poor of late. The last three titles have hardly shifted a couple of thousand each.”

      “So they don’t want to see anything from me? Anything at all?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      I nodded to myself. I’ve been in this business long enough to roll with the punches. I knew the cesspit I was climbing into right back at the beginning, and I was the last person to start complaining about the stink.

      But it still hit me hard, even now, when … count them … my third publisher in ten years had decided to call it a day.

      Now I managed to laugh. “I thought you said it wasn’t all bad news?”

      Charles brightened. “That’s what I wanted to see you about.”

      “Don’t tell me, Danny can offer me a job as a janitor? At least it’ll pay more than what I’m earning now.” I stopped.

      Charles had said he wanted to see me. He very rarely wanted to see me.

      “Something’s come up,” he went on. “It might be lucrative. Well, no ‘might be’ about it. It will be lucrative. Are you free for lunch?”

      “At the Chandigarh?” I said.

      “You’re on.”

      “And the King’s afterwards for a few jars?”

      “Why not?” he said.

      “So what’s the deal?”

      “Not now. We’ll discuss it over lunch.”

      That was ominous. The deal was obviously something I’d refuse to touch point blank on the phone. I needed persuading over a curry and a few pints.

      He changed the subject. “Anyway, how’s the luscious Sula?”

      How long had it been since I’d last spoken to my agent? Months, obviously. “She left me three months ago.”

      “Left you?” He sounded aghast. “But … my boy – how are you?”

      “I’m fine. More than fine. I’m over it. I feel…” I was about to say I was feeling “liberated”, but that would be lying – although there were periods, between the despair, when I was beginning to enjoy my own company.

      “Dare I venture to ask what happened?”

      “What do you think? She met someone else. No doubt someone younger, fitter and richer.”

      He picked up on the “fitter”.

      “Ah, and how is the arthritis these days?”

      You did ask, I thought.

      “I now have the fucking thing in my spine, my right hip and left shoulder, both my knees and ankles, as well as everywhere else. And the methotrexate I’m taking to supposedly inhibit the sodding disease makes me ill three days a week.”

      He sighed. “Ed, Ed … the drinks are on me today, hmm?”

      “And the meal,” I said.

      “See you at the Chandigarh at one.”
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      And while I’m complaining, and drunk … Danny at Worley and Greenwood emailed, via my agent, bouncing the outline. One line stands out: “I’m not at all against SF set in Britain or Europe – but going forward, as our main market is the US, we must think about the advisability of using non-European settings in future…”

      Hey-ho, so now we know. The Yanks are so fucking insular they can’t take their SF not set in the US.

      – Ed Bentley, in an email to Ian Whates
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      Back then, I spent a lot of time staring into space. I’d slip into a morass of despair, and mull over what had been and what might be, and I didn’t know which was more frightening.

      My study was my sanctuary. It contained many worlds that were not my own, and a few that were. These worlds were contained in small rectangles of processed timber called books, the fantasies of a thousand minds. They were my escape when I read them, and my escape when I wrote my own. My escape – I admit it. It’s all very well for pseudo-intellectuals to spout high-flown nonsense about the deeper meaning of their oeuvre – but I wrote, I told stories, in order to escape the many exigencies of my existence. I lost myself in other worlds of my invention, and resurfaced, hours later, feeling refreshed, my futile life seemingly invested with some small purpose.

      The pity is that this feeling never lasted for more than a day, like some wonderful but evanescent drug.

      I left my desk and crossed to the shelves that spanned the length of the wall opposite the window. The eight planks of planed pine were ranked with over two thousand paperback science-fiction novels, collections and anthologies, ranging from Aldiss to Zelazny. The top shelf was given over to over three hundred Ace Doubles: two short novels in one volume, bound back-to-back but upside-down in relation to each other. The paper was ageing and sepia-coloured, and the typeface was fading, but the covers – fine work by the likes of Gaughan, Emshwiller, and Freas – were still as vibrant and evocative to me as they were when, as a naive teenager sequestered in far-away Australia in the seventies, I was drawn to the images of swooping starships and predatory aliens.

      These were action-adventure novels by the likes of Robert Silverberg, E. C. Tubb and Philip E. High. I discovered Ace Doubles in the basement of a second-hand bookshop in Degraves Street, Melbourne, and the tales of intrigue and adventure on distant worlds allowed the lonely, homesick teenager brief respites from fear and anxiety. They changed my life; they made me what I am today, a man who escapes reality by spinning fantasies for others like himself.

      I still read the occasional Ace Double, luxuriating in the sense of nostalgia that they evoke: the remembrance of who I used to be, as I tried to recapture that long-lost sense of wonder. They were a comfort, despite the often-hackneyed prose and cliched plots.

      I pulled Secret Agent of Terra from the shelf, flicked through its pungent pages, and smiled as I read a line here and there. I admired the cover, depicting a woman spacer standing on a spur of rock high above an alien landscape, and I felt a little better.

      I returned the John Brunner to the shelf and set off to meet my agent.
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      The Chandigarh is a small, down-at-heel Punjabi restaurant just off the King’s Road. The owner is a rotund pygmy who goes by the wonderful title of Mr Jolly, and he has his priorities sorted out: he spends more money on his head chef and kitchen staff than on the furnishings and fixtures of his eatery. Consequently, the carpets are sticky, and the plush velveteen benches worn and stained, but the food is ambrosial. They cater for local Sikhs and the curry cognoscenti of the capital.

      Charles was already ensconced in his favourite booth in the gloom of the restaurant’s nether regions. Like the Chandigarh, he was worn and stained, and like the Chandigarh, he spent his money – his fifteen per cent fleeced from poor hacks like me – on food and drink. He had an almost empty pint glass of Cobra stationed beside the patched elbow of his corduroy jacket, and his attention was on the menu.

      He beamed at me, a dubious benediction of nicotine-stained incisors and full lips. “Ed, you look well.”

      “It never ceases to amaze me,” I said, “that my outward appearance bears absolutely no relation to the parlous state of my health.”

      I slipped into the seat opposite Charles, though I took up only a third of the space. My agent is huge. He’s six foot four, and his corpulence when standing seems proportional to his height; but when he’s seated, it tends to spread. His face is vast, red and multiple-chinned, and he wears his thinning ginger hair unfashionably long, compensating at the sides for what is missing on top.

      “I’m sorry to hear that, my boy. Now, can I get you a beer?”

      We dine perhaps once a year at the Chandigarh, and he never remembers. I’m something of a Puritan when it comes to curry and beer – never the two shall mix. I make up for this alcoholic abstemiousness in the pub afterwards.

      He pointed a pudgy finger at me. “Don’t remind me. For some strange reason, you prefer water with your nosh. Starters?”

      I’m a creature of habit. “Mushroom pakora,” I said, “and for main course, dhal paneer with three chapattis.”

      Mr Jolly waddled to our table bearing a pickle try and a plate of poppadoms. Beaming, he greeted us like long-lost brothers. We ordered, Charles selecting a chicken tikka starter followed by a keema vindaloo. “Oh, and another fine pint of Cobra, my man, and a jug of water.”

      I shattered a poppadom and shovelled it into the bowl of lime pickle. “Now, what’s all this about a lucrative deal?” I said, chewing. “Who do I have to shoot?”

      “Ha ha,” Charles said, spitting bits of poppadom across the tablecloth. He took a great swallow of beer and wiped his lips on a napkin. “Business later, hmm?”

      I ignored this and pointed a shard of poppadom at him. “A novelisation, right? One of those Doctor Who things?” I should be so lucky. Only the in-crowd landed those money-for-jam contracts.

      “As I said, business later.”

      “Very well… But the situation at Worley and Greenwood – you really think the toilet is flushed and I’ll never sell to them again?”

      “You know what they’re like now that the new fellow took the reins. They were bastards before, and they’re even bigger bastards now. It’s all about the bottom line, and artistic integrity be buggered.”

      I stared at him. Never before had I heard the phrase “artistic integrity” pass his lips. He lived by the bottom line.

      “But I’m concerned for you, my boy,” he said, changing the subject. “Your health, then all this business, and then you tell me that Ursula has left you…”

      “Don’t worry about me, Charles. I’m as tough as old boots.”

      “Are you and Ursula still on good terms?”

      “I wouldn’t know about that. Haven’t seen her for about two months.”

      “Acrimonious?”

      I thought about it. “No,” I said. “No, it wasn’t actually. She just moved out one morning and left me a note.”

      “Do you know who she’d met?”

      “I must admit, I’ve no idea.”

      The starters arrived and I tucked into the succulent mushroom pakora.

      Charles dabbed his lips with a napkin, eyeing me over the process. He has the large man’s rather prim deliberation when it comes to matters of personal grooming, though the result was far from satisfactory: he left shreds of ginger on
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