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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.







A GIFT FROM ABOVE


For Derek Sandin, a great friend, and a bottomless well of invaluable information
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Margaret Fuller had forgotten how clear the Arizona night sky could be. Against a backdrop of purple-black velvet, stars shimmered brilliantly, as if God had spilled great handfuls of tiny diamonds across the sky.


Her new Lexus hummed smoothly along the Interstate, which appeared to be virtually deserted. Margaret hadn’t seen another eastbound car since she’d crossed the border, and only a scant few heading west.


She preferred driving to any other mode of transportation, and when she drove she preferred to drive at night, so she’d left Los Angeles late in the day. She found it soothing to drive at night, when the traffic was thin and the air was cool and clear, so clear that she could pick up the staticky ghosts of radio stations in Idaho and Colorado. Best of all, it was just Margaret and the road, with no one to tell her what to do, how to drive, or to comment on how she looked; it seemed like three times a week or so at work that somebody said to her: “Were you up late last night,” or “Are you feeling well, Margaret? You look tired.” But in the car, on the road, there was no one to say anything at all, and she loved that, savored it.


Margaret had been in Arizona a little under an hour and Los Angeles was well behind her, and that made her feel a little more relaxed than usual. But at the same time, without her work to think and worry about, she had plenty of empty time to think about what she was getting herself into.


That’s why the radio was turned up so loud. A smoke-voiced female talk-show host was talking to a woman from Boulder City, Nevada, who was complaining about the fact that, although they were both in their thirties, she and her sister still had the same petty competitive relationship they’d had since they were kids.


Margaret laughed quietly as she shook a cigarette from its pack with one hand, put it between her lips and lit it.


“You’re only in your thirties, honey,” she muttered as the conversation on the radio continued. She shook her head slowly, smiling. “Let’s see if it lasts as long for you as it has for me.”


Margaret’s sister Lynda—now Lynda Donelly, although she was divorced from what Margaret had heard—was dying of cancer. Stomach cancer. But it had spread. A lot. Like peanut butter, from what she’d heard.


They had been out of touch for years, which had been just fine with Margaret. But then Aunt Bedelia had called one day and told her about Lynda’s condition. She’d talked for a long time without ever giving Margaret a chance to respond. In fact, as Margaret saw it, Aunt Bedelia had chewed her a new asshole. Aunt Bedelia was confined to a wheelchair and lived in North Platte, Nebraska, so she wasn’t up to traveling, but she didn’t hesitate to remind Margaret that she could travel, that she could go to Harlie without any problem, what with her having money and all. She’d said that Lynda’s ex-husband had remarried and was having nothing to do with her now in her time of trouble. And she’d said if Margaret really believed that whatever animosity had existed between herself and Lynda for so long was more important than the fact that her own sister was dying all alone … well, then, Margaret would just have to live with that weighing on her conscience for the rest of her natural life.


That was why she was returning to her hometown of Harlie, Arizona. It wasn’t just because of Aunt Bedelia’s usual pushiness and her exquisite ability to make anyone at any time—even a total stranger—feel as guilty as the Roman soldier who drove the nails through Jesus Christ. She’d had no idea Lynda was dying. Now that she knew, she felt a little differently about things. Something inside her really wanted to see Lynda, and, if possible, to smooth over the bitterness Margaret had felt toward her ever since they were little girls. That was not going to be easy … but it was a hell of a lot harder to compromise with death than it was to hold a grudge.


The bitterness had been growing for as long as Margaret could remember. It probably started as soon as Margaret and Lynda—who was three years older than she—were just old enough for everyone to see that Lynda was the petite and pretty one, with those big brown eyes and that full, wavy dark hair, and that Margaret was the clumsy, gangly, homely one, with flat, washed out hair and eyes that not only did not stand out but seemed to try to hide from any exposure. From that moment on, their parents treated them accordingly, and seemed to expect Margaret and Lynda to treat one another accordingly; in other words, Margaret was expected to defer to Lynda, and Lynda was expected to be deferred to by Margaret. Then, as they got older, Margaret got fat. Suddenly, she wasn’t only the homely one, she was the fat one, and Lynda simply grew more and more beautiful with each passing year.


Sometimes, when Margaret got so fed up with being reminded by her sister that she was fat, she would snap. Unable to articulate her pain and anger and loneliness, she would simply let out a long, shrill scream, as if she were being attacked or beaten. Later, when she was calm, Lynda would lead her to the full-length mirror, where she would stand behind Margaret, and she would say. “I only said you were fat. Now look at yourself, Margaret. Just look at yourself. Am I wrong? Was I lying? No. I wasn’t lying. You are fat. All I’m saying is that if you don’t want people to call you fat, then you should lose weight. Go on a diet, start exercising or something. But remember … I didn’t say anything that wasn’t true.”


No, she had not, and knowing that fact made Margaret’s days miserable. But it wasn’t until they reached high school that she realized her troubles were only beginning.


In high school, Margaret had managed to snag only one boyfriend. His name was Albert Huffman and he wasn’t really good-looking, but he wasn’t a nerd, either. He was—at first, anyway—sweet, and he treated Margaret like a queen. He was smart and funny and he had such big, beautiful eyes. They weren’t together very long, though. Just long enough for them to make out a few times, for him to slide his hand under her shirt and clumsily grope her disproportionately small but fleshy breasts and tweak her nipples as he gnawed on her neck and earlobes. It had been rather nice, actually … a pleasant memory from her youth, the only one of its kind. And maybe it would have happened a few more times and even gone further … if Albert hadn’t developed a crush on Lynda. He pursued her. And he got her. Like so many other guys. After all, she was the head cheerleader, the teachers loved her, and she was the object of more lust than could be found in the collected works of Harold Robbins.


When Margaret had confronted her sister about Albert Huffman, Lynda had said, “I’m sorry you feel that way, Maggie, but if you’ll just look at it realistically, you’ll see what really happened. I didn’t steal him from you. He came to me. He preferred me, okay? After all, we only went on a few dates. It’s not like we were some hot item. So get over it, Maggie. Besides … he wasn’t such a great catch, you know. He was a lousy lay. You’re better off starting out with somebody else.”


High school had been a nightmare for Margaret, but it was the other reason she was going to Harlie: her twenty-fifth high school reunion. She was still debating whether or not to attend, because she knew who would be there: every man who had ever laughed at her in the cafeteria or ignored her at a dance, and every woman who had ever snubbed her in those girl-talking klatches in the locker room or laughed at her clumsiness on the field during P.E. And, of course, Albert Huffman. They would all be there, she was certain; they would be smiling and laughing as they drank punch and ate olives and carrot sticks and cocktail franks and they would probably all remind her that back then, in high school, she’d been fat, a real dog, a wallflower at dances and a clod in the gym.


There was, of course, one consolation. She was no longer fat.


There had come a time when Margaret became sick of dieting and sick of being plain. Once she’d made quite a success of herself in the advertising business, she could afford to give her entire body, from face to feet, a complete workover. And she did. Plastic surgery, liposuction, tucks here and there; her lips were injected with collagen, her eyes were improved, her chin and cheekbones were enhanced and her breasts were enlarged. She stopped dieting and bingeing and purging and instead started to exercise until she became addicted to it, like some insidious drug; she even started sunbathing for the first time in her life, and got quite a tan, which she worked hard to keep. As a result, she was able to maintain the body she never thought she’d have to go along with the face and tits that had been so expensive.


Of course … that had been some years ago. Cosmetic surgery doesn’t last forever, especially if it’s facial. She’d been warned of that by her doctor and had gone in for a few touch-ups—especially for her lips, which had to be injected with more collagen about every six or seven months—but she’d gotten tired of the pain and swelling and bandages after repairs on this facial feature and that body part. The time between touch-ups began to grow longer and longer, until she didn’t go in at all, abandoning the idea of manufactured good looks in favor of continuing her exercises and healthy eating, and just trying to feel good about herself without any help.


Over time, however, all the work her surgeon had performed began to fade from her face and body like an old memory. Her face developed deep wrinkles that were much too visible for her age, like cuts that had been made in her skin with a dull razor. Bags of puffy flesh the color of old cigarette ashes developed beneath her eyes, and her lips began to look rather … deflated.


And now, at the age of 42, it took nothing more than a fleeting glimpse into a mirror to make her realize that her brief period of beauty was over, gone, just like her youth. Those wrinkles on her face had grown deeper and had begun to sag, along with everything else that had been worked on. She’d realized years ago that age was treating her much more harshly than it would have had she not gone through all that cosmetic surgery.


But at least I’m still thin, she thought every time she saw her reflection. And she was still thin, which was the only reason she was thinking about attending that high school reunion. They would all be losing their hair and thickening around the middle (if they weren’t complete tubs already), and they would remember Margaret as being fat; she, on the other hand, would be thin. She liked the thought of that. There was a certain justice to it. She would, of course, have to control her anger and bitterness toward them—it had never faded over the years, not even a little bit—but she figured the worse they looked, the easier that would be. Looking at their neglected bodies of stretched, cottage cheese flesh, while hers was slender, firm and still rather shapely, would be punishment enough for them.


Margaret punched her cigarette into the ashtray, then, tired of hearing about the problems of the caller in Boulder City, Nevada, she began to wander up and down the AM dial in search of another talk show that was more interesting and less provocative. When she found nothing, she slipped a CD into the player and listened to some jazz as her tires hummed over the surface of the Interstate, taking her toward the dark and sparkling sky that met with the desert floor far off in the distance …


Margaret gasped as her eyes snapped open, her back stiffened and her hands clutched the steering wheel tightly. Her heart trip-hammered in her chest as she stared wide-eyed through the windshield at the road ahead.


The quiet jazz on the stereo and the lulling hum of the tires beneath her had relaxed her so much that she’d begun to doze off at the wheel. Her knuckles turned white as she slowed the car a bit, her breasts heaving with each rapid breath.


“Sheez,” she muttered, “wake the hell up!”


She hadn’t even realized she was tired, but she wasn’t going to give herself the opportunity to fall asleep again. Margaret took a cigarette from the pack and lit it, then stopped the music and began searching the AM dial again for voices. She figured she would be much less likely to fall asleep to the sound of loud voices than she would to the sound of music.


There was a man rambling on and on about what a disgrace it was to have a president who had dodged the draft and had never served in the military, and a preacher raved about the horrors of abortion and homosexuality; she found a station that was all news all the time, and another that was all sports all the time.


She was still searching the dial when she saw the light up ahead.


When she first spotted it, it was high in the night sky, steadily making its way downward. She eased up on the accelerator as she ducked her head a bit to watch it through the windshield, frowning as her eyes followed its descent.


The light was white in the middle and very bright, but around the edges it became an electric blue. As Margaret looked at the glowing object carefully, she smirked when she realized it was shaped like one of the Xanax pills she sometimes took when she was feeling especially anxious. But her smirk fell away immediately when she realized something else.


She was seeing a UFO!


Her eyes widened beneath eyebrows lowered in a deep frown as she slowed the car even more. Her heart began to pound hard when it became obvious that the glowing object was getting bigger and bigger as it descended … and Margaret soon realized it was going to lower itself onto the interstate directly in front of her.


It grew larger rapidly, making her wonder, with a chill, exactly how big it really was. Margaret was so stunned by the sight of the object and so busy watching the thing that it never occurred to her to step on the brake.


Before she knew it—as if it had happened in the blink of an eye—the glowing object filled her entire windshield and she suddenly threw herself back in the seat with a little cry and, out of panic and fear, slammed her foot down on the brake pedal as hard she could.


The tires screamed as they slid over the pavement at an angle, and when Margaret realized she had lost control of the car, she began to fight with the steering wheel. It did no good, and she screamed as the car shot into the ditch beside the freeway, just a few yards from the glowing object that had come from the sky, which was now a monolith that towered over the car, so bright that she held a hand up before her eyes.


“Oh, God,” she muttered, “my God, my God.”


She was frozen, her whole body—her arms, legs, not even her lips—nothing would move. The only thing she could do was stare out at the enormous structure that was blocking the eastbound side of the Interstate and a good portion of the desert to her right. A cold wriggling worked its way down her spinal column, from neck to ass, and she couldn’t stop her frantic, staccato breathing.


It was like nothing she’d ever seen before … except in the movies. It was so big and had such a glow coming from it—a natural glow, not from lights, but a glow that seemed to come organically from the smooth, curved walls of the object—that she began to feel as if her mind had been injected with Novocain and was quickly becoming so numb that she couldn’t think, couldn’t even form a single word in her mind, not so much as a fuzzy concept.


As Margaret stared in awe at the object, a round section in the bottom half opened smoothly like a camera lens. She sucked in a sharp breath as she watched it, seeing nothing but blackness beyond the opening. Until she saw movement … the slight movement of shadowy figures in that blackness.


This time, she held her breath, unable to inhale or exhale as movement continued in that dark circle.


Then those shadowy figures came out of the black hole. Three of them. They floated gracefully down, feet first, as if they were being lowered on cables … but they weren’t.


Their bodies were incredibly slender and very pale. Their heads were large and their eyes were even darker than the hole from which they had emerged. They had no noses and no mouths that she could see. Their stick-like arms seemed far too long for their bodies, and their large hands had long, bony fingers that moved restlessly at their sides as they approached her car.


Suddenly, all feeling and movement came back to Margaret as she watched them float down toward the pavement of Interstate 10 and she felt a bit panicky.


Their large, almond-shaped eyes remained black, but glistened with moisture as they looked directly into Margaret’s eyes through the windshield, coming closer, in no hurry but moving with purpose, with determination.


“Shit!” she cried, throwing the car into reverse. “Oh God please help me, my God, please God!”


She tried to get the car out of the ditch, but she found it hard to take her eyes off the creatures approaching her. They were three or four feet from the car when her door snapped open by itself. She slammed her foot down on the accelerator …


… but the engine died.


Margaret felt sick with fear, so sick that she was unable to scream as they got closer and began to reach out their long, skinny arms.


When the first one wrapped his long fingers around her left arm, she let out a loud, high scream that echoed through the empty night, but it did no good.


The creature pulled her out of the car with surprising strength, then placed his other hand atop her head.


In seconds, the desert disappeared and her mind was filled with the utter blackness of the sky above it …
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Thump—thump—thump … thump—thump—thump …


The sound came again and again, reaching her slowly through the deep, muddy waters of sleep. It seemed so muffled that, as she began to wake, Margaret was certain it was coming from some distance.


Before she even opened her eyes, she began to feel the stiffness in her body—in her back and shoulders and neck—and she realized she was sitting up, not lying in bed where she knew she should be if she were waking up. She winced as she leaned forward rigidly and opened her eyes.


“Ma’am?”


The voice made her jump and she jerked her head to the left, her eyes widening at the sight of a highway patrolman leaning down to peer at her through the window. He had hair the color of beach sand and skin darkened by the sun, in his late twenties, maybe early thirties.


She stared at him, shocked and mute.


“Would you mind rolling down the window, ma’ am?” he asked, voice raised to be heard through the glass.


She stammered as she hit the button a couple times, then realized the ignition had to be on. She turned the key, pressed the button, and the window hummed down.


“H-have I d-done something wrong. Off-Officer?” she asked, her voice hoarse.


“I don’t really know, ma’am. I saw you on the shoulder here, your car in the ditch, I just wanted to make sure you were okay. Are you okay?”


“Well, yes, I was … I-I was just sleeping.” It wasn’t until that moment that she realized it was just past dawn. “I was driving all night, see, and I …” She turned to look ahead on the interstate before continuing, suddenly feeling herself being clutched in the cold, razor-like talon of panic. It was gone. That colossal thing that had landed there in the dark of night was gone now, and from what she could see, there was absolutely no sign that it had ever been there. Forcing herself to calm down, she glanced at the officer as she continued, “… and I, um … well, I …” She glanced back at that place where the thing had been, just to make sure. What could she tell the highway patrolman when she wasn’t even sure what had happened? Had she dreamed the whole thing? Had she gotten so tired she’d pulled over to—yes, that was it. It would have to do for now.


“I got very tired,” she said, looking at him again. “There didn’t seem to be any rest stops or motels or restaurants ahead and I figured there wouldn’t be for miles, maybe hours … so I pulled over to take a nap. I guess I slept longer than intended.”


He nodded. “Have you been drinking?”


She flinched, offended by the suggestion. “No, of course I haven’t been drinking, I’ve been sleeping. I’m on my way from Los Angeles to Harlie to see my sister because she’s dy … she’s, um, sick. In the hospital. Very sick.”


He nodded again. “Sorry, ma’ am. I was just asking. That’s part of my job. You did the right thing, you know. Pulling over like that. You might’ve saved yourself and somebody else by doing that. But in the future, try to plan ahead so that won’t happen again. It’s a good idea to make sure you’re plenty rested up before you start on a long trip.”


She just nodded, not knowing what to say.


The patrolman stood. “You have a safe trip, now. And hope your sister gets better.”


He nodded with a rather tight smile, then walked away. She looked in her rearview mirror and saw him getting into his white patrol car, watched as he pulled the door closed with a muffled clump, and waited for him to start his engine. But he didn’t.


Margaret sucked in a deep breath and let it out sharply as she rubbed her eyes with the heels of her palms, then scrubbed her palms over her face vigorously. She lit a cigarette, took a deep drag as she started the Lexus, then backed out of the ditch. This time, it was easy … but she remembered it being impossible last night … if, indeed, that had happened at all.


Once she’d backed up, she heard the patrol car start. He pulled around the Lexus, waving as he got back on the interstate and drove away.


Margaret stared at the large section of ground that had—unless she’d dreamed it—been occupied by some gigantic, glowing craft the night before. She could still almost see it … a ghost-like memory of it, filling her windshield, swallowing her view of the desert.


She closed her eyes and leaned her forehead on the steering wheel, muttering. “What happened to me?”


After awhile, she took a deep breath, put the car in gear and pulled back onto the interstate …
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Harlie was a small town about eighty miles east of Tucson. The biggest hotel in town was the Royal House, which was where the reunion was being held. She decided she wouldn’t be caught dead staying in the same hotel as some of her former classmates from out of town. As she drove around, she saw a Motel 6, the Cactus Flower Motor Inn, a ratty little joint called simply Desert Cottages, and a couple of bed and breakfast establishments that were probably overpriced. She finally settled on a Best Western Inn on the very edge of Harlie, near the freeway. It wasn’t exactly what she’d grown accustomed to on her frequent business trips as a successful woman in the high-pressure advertising biz, but it was a far cry from having to go outside in the middle of the night if she wanted ice.


The second her things were scattered over her bed, Margaret shed her clothes and took a long hot shower.


She took her time under the spray of water. Her body was stiff from sleeping all night in her car and she’d developed an industrial-strength headache during the remainder of her drive to Harlie. She’d spent that whole drive going over and over her memories of the night before. She assumed that was where the headache had come from.


She’d asked herself question after question, more often than not talking aloud to herself. Had she dreamed it? If so, why didn’t she remember getting tired and pulling into the ditch to take a nap? She knew she hadn’t done that—it had simply been a convincing lie for the benefit of the patrolman—so it was unlikely she would remember doing something she hadn’t done. She didn’t even remember going to sleep; one second, she’d been trying to get away from those creatures reaching for her in the car, and the next, she was waking up just after dawn to a cop peering into her window. So, if she hadn’t gone to sleep and dreamed it, what the hell had happened?


There was, of course, one glaringly obvious explanation, but she tried to resist even considering it. She had visions of sharing that particular explanation with someone in confidence, then going to the grocery store a few days later to see herself on the cover of the Weekly World News beneath the headline: ADVERTISING EXECUTIVE ATTACKED BY U.F.O. ALIENS!—Probed Rectally Then Impregnated By Elvis!


But could she honestly attribute it to anything else?


She’d heard several stories of so-called U.F.O. abductees. They seldom remembered what had happened to them at first. It usually came back to them later, either spontaneously or with the help of hypnosis.


But what else could possibly explain that huge flying thing? Or the creatures that had floated out of it and come for her?


Even there, under the hot, steaming shower, Margaret shuddered at the memory of those eyes, those faces without noses or mouths or ears, those long arms and oversized, bony-fingered hands.


She lifted her face to the water and scrubbed it, as if to wash the memory away.


But was it really a memory?


If that was indeed what had happened to her, Margaret decided she would tell no one. If that was the case, she never wanted to remember what had happened to her during those hours of what had seemed like sleep, and she vowed to herself, there in the shower, that she would never do anything that might allow any deeply hidden memories to rise to the surface of her consciousness like some long lost, bloated corpse …
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Having followed the directions given her by the old woman at the information desk, Margaret arrived at 4-East—the east wing of the fourth floor of the Sisters of Mercy Hospital—and froze. She stared with dread at the door of room 406—Lynda’s room—as she walked toward it slowly. She stayed on the opposite side of the corridor, close to the wall, and her hands trembled with nervousness. She stood across the corridor from the door for a long time, holding her clutch purse tightly in both hands in front of her.


As she stared at that door, images of childhood flashed through Margaret’s mind, bitter and hurtful images that had been burned deep into her memory permanently. She knew that once she stepped through that door, she would be facing a sick and dying woman, and she would have to let go of that bitterness. She found the fact that it had not yet left her rather disturbing, and she was suddenly not quite sure that she could pull it off. But it was too late now.


“May I help you?”


Margaret started and turned to the young nun who was smiling at her with sparkling eyes slightly magnified by thick round glasses. The corridors of Sisters of Mercy Hospital were crawling with nuns like her, the new, modernized variety with white cowls on their heads, light blue smocks and skirts, and white stockings with sensible white nurse’s shoes.


“I’m sorry?” Margaret blurted, momentarily confused.


“You look lost. Can I help you find someone?”


“Oh, no. I’ve found her. Thank you.”


“Certainly.” Still smiling, the nun turned and walked away.


Turning to the door of Lynda’s room again, Margaret took a deep breath, digging her fingernails into her purse. She lifted her head, put a smile on her face, crossed the hall, pushed the door open and walked into the room.


She stopped just inside the room as the door swung closed slowly behind her. She’d expected some horrible smell, the odor of death and decay. Instead, she was met with the clean smell of talcum powder and soap. Maybe things weren’t quite as bad as she’d expected.


To Margaret’s right was a curtain wrapped around a bed. She knew that was not Lynda’s, though, and stepped forward. Lynda’s bed was on the other side of the room by the window. The curtain had been drawn to the foot of the bed and the television mounted high on the wall opposite the bed was playing, but with the volume all the way down.


Margaret stepped around the edge of the curtain silently and stood at the foot of the bed.


Lynda was lying on her side, fast asleep, making occasional quiet snoring sounds. At least … Margaret assumed it was Lynda. There was a large bandana wrapped around the top and back of the sleeping head on the pillow. Margaret could only see the left side of the face, but it looked so old and gaunt. The ridge of bone beneath the forehead seemed to stick out way too much, and the temple sunk inward as if it had collapsed. The cheek was hollow beneath a prominent cheekbone that appeared so sharp it seemed about to cut through the paper-thin flesh, which was a sickly yellowish-gray. The neck was impossibly thin, so thin that it might break beneath the weight of the head if the pillow were not there. An I.V. pole stood on the right side of the bed and a tube ran from the plastic bag of clear liquid to the inside of Lynda’s right elbow.


Margaret lifted a hand very slowly and touched her fingertips to her lips as her eyes became slits and the corners of her mouth turned downward, wrinkling the edges of her suddenly tight lips.


She turned away from the bed and placed her purse on the counter beside the sink. A sob was rolling upward from deep in her chest, but she fought it back. The last thing she wanted, after being apart all these years, was for Lynda to wake up and see her crying.


But Margaret was surprised to find that her reason was not a selfish one. It wasn’t because she was afraid Lynda would perceive her as soft after all these years of bitter silence, or even that she was afraid to show Lynda that she cared. No, it was that face lying on the pillow. If Lynda had gotten as sick as she looked, she didn’t need someone else crying. She needed smiles and casual conversation and quiet support.


Margaret had wondered if she would be able to swallow the bitterness she’d felt toward her sister for so long. Her question had been answered quite suddenly and unexpectedly, and she wasn’t even fully aware of it quite yet. All she knew at the moment was that she felt no animosity right now. She was aware only of the need for her to make herself available to Lynda for as long as she had left and to do what she could. Suddenly, all thoughts of everything that had happened between them in the years past were gone, as if she’d never had them.


Was it really that easy? Could years of resentment and hurt feelings and bitterness just crumble away after a few seconds in a hospital room?


She leaned both hands on the edge of the counter, elbows locked, and took some slow, deep breaths, then plucked a small paper cup from the plastic tubular dispenser on the wall beside the mirror and drank some water. She was halfway through her second cup when a ragged voice cried out behind her. Margaret dropped the cup into the sink and spun around, frightened.


Lynda was rolling onto her back and slowly sitting up, her face a mixture of searing pain and abject terror. Sitting up was quite a struggle for her, and Margaret went to her bedside.


“Another nightmare,” Lynda croaked, without looking up at her. “God, they’re awful. I … I dreamed I was … having surgery. Only the doctors didn’t give me any anesthesia, and they … they started pulling my insides out and showing them to me.” She lifted her head carefully. “Do you think I could have another one of those shots? I’m really hurting. I don’t think I can put up with …” She blinked several times and cocked her head. “Hey, you’re not a nurse.”


Margaret forced herself to smile, even as she looked into that deathmask of a face. “Hello, sis. How’s tricks?”


Lynda stared at her for a long, silent moment; her mouth opened slowly, farther and farther, until it looked as if her jaw might simply peel away from her face and plop into her lap. Then she grinned.


That was the worst. It was hard for Margaret to keep that smile. It was like being grinned at by a corpse that had just crawled up out of the grave. But she managed, smiling the whole time.


“M-Maggie?” she rasped, sitting up straighten. “My God, Maggie, is it really you, or … or am I still dreaming?”


“Oh, thanks a lot. What, you think I’m going to take your insides out without the benefit of anesthesia?”


“No, no, I didn’t mean … oh, Maggie, I can’t believe you’re really … that you came all this way to …” Finally, Lynda leaned her upper body on her and wrapped her arms around Margaret’s waist.


Margaret bent forward and returned the embrace, though she regretted it immediately. The thing in her arms, beneath her hands, was not the body of a living person. It was a skeleton with some kind of thin, clammy, tissue-like material stretched tightly over its bones to hold in the organs. She was starting to feel the pressure of the sob making its way up to her throat again, like a lump of bile, and she started swallowing rapidly to hold it back, still smiling, when she heard Lynda laugh.


She backed away from Margaret and looked up at her, still laughing, and it sounded like pebbles being dropped on a taut piece of paper. “Oh, Maggie, it’s so good to see you. I was just thinking of you yesterday because your high school reunion is coming up this weekend, but I didn’t think I’d ever … well, I figured we wouldn’t …”


“Stop thinking and figuring.”


Lynda grimaced and doubled over, groaning.


“Is there something I can do?” Margaret asked, trying hard to keep her voice steady. She’d never been around sickness, she’d never witnessed pain, and she did not know how to react to them.


Lynda sat up slowly and reached for the call-button clamped to the upper corner of her mattress. She pushed the button.


“I just need a shot, that’s all,” she whispered. “For pain. The nurse’ll be here soon. Then …” She looked at Margaret with a half-hearted smile. “… we’ll talk, right? I mean, you’ll stay for a while, won’t you? Please?”


Margaret took her hand—what there was of it—and grinned down at her sister. “I’ll stay for as long as you need me. And we’ll talk for as long as you want.”


“Oh, I’m so glad. We have so much to talk about. So much.”


She lay back onto the pillow, her face screwing up with the pain again. But she never let go of Margaret’s hand. In fact, she held it as tightly as she could … which wasn’t very tight at all …
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Margaret sat in a chair at Lynda’s bedside thumbing through a month-old issue of People. Michael Jackson was sporting his latest bit of plastic surgery, Liz had just returned from her latest hospital visit and Cher had broken up with her latest much-younger man.


And Lynda was lying in her bed, still and peaceful, almost as if she had died. Margaret closed the magazine and watched her sister with an uncomfortable wince-like expression on her face.


Margaret had been in the room for ninety minutes at the most, and this was the third time Lynda had dozed off. They’d hardly been able to talk. It was as if the act of staying awake had become too overwhelming an effort for the fragile creature Lynda had become.


As she watched her sister sleep, Margaret wondered how much longer she had to live. Would she die this week? Next week? Judging from Lynda’s appearance, she could die today.


Would she die right in front of Margaret?


The reason Margaret had taken a couple weeks off from work was so she could spend time with Lynda, but … she didn’t know if she was ready to watch her die. She certainly hadn’t expected it, hadn’t even thought of it. So naturally, she had not wondered how she might react to it. She couldn’t imagine even now. All she knew was that she had a very odd feeling inside, a feeling that seemed foreign: that this sick, frail woman lying in the bed beside her was her sister. All of the anger and resentment and bitterness she’d felt over the years had made no difference; those bad feelings had not melted away, not by any means, but one fact remained: Lynda was still her sister and now she was dying.


Margaret reached over and took her sister’s limp left hand in hers. She sat there holding it for a while, staring rather blankly at the silent television set mounted high up on the wall across from the bed, trying not to think about exactly how ugly this trip to Harlie could turn out to be …


Margaret jerked awake when the nurse came in. She was middle-aged and thin and smiling with dark shoulder-length hair; she hadn’t noticed Margaret yet. The nurse carried a bag made of heavy transparent plastic and filled with a clear liquid. She went straight to the I.V. pole on the other side of the bed from Margaret and hung the bag on the hook opposite the I.V. bag that was already there. She unraveled a narrow tube that came from the bottom of the bag and leaned over Lynda.


Margaret’s eyes widened as the nurse opened Lynda’s hospital gown and took between her fingers a small tube that was connected to Lynda by an I.V. needle inserted just beneath her right clavicle. The nurse was about to connect both tubes when she noticed Margaret.


“Jesus Mary and Joseph!” she exclaimed in a quiet, breathy voice and with a melodic Irish lilt, so quickly that it all sounded like one word. “I didn’t even see you there, lass.” She chuckled. “I’m Mary.” Then she went back to her work, connecting the tubes, checking the other I.V. She walked around the bed to Margaret and said very quietly, “That’s her chemo.”


“Her what?” Margaret asked in a whisper.


“Chemotherapy. For the cancer.”


“But I thought the cancer was incurable.”


Mary averted her gaze and ran her tongue quickly over her lips. “I guess you’ll have to talk to Dr. Plummer about that, now, won’t’cha.” Suddenly, she smiled broadly and looked directly into Margaret’s eyes. “So, now. You know who I am, but … who are you?”


Margaret stood, plopped the magazine down in the chair behind her, and whispered, “I’m Margaret Fuller, her sister.”


They shook hands and exchanged pleasantries, then Mary said, “You’re the first visitor she’s had, far as I know. I think it’ll be doin’ her a lot of good, too, you want my opinion.”


“Tell me something. Is it normal for her to just, um, you know … fall asleep so much?”


Mary reached out and patted Margaret’s shoulder. “What with all the chemo she’s gettin’, plus the pain medication … and not to mention, of course, the, um … the cancer … well, it’s pretty natural for her to drop off now and then. Her body’s havin’ to deal with a lot and she’s pretty drained. Just be patient.” She gave that bright smile again, then turned and left the room.


“She’s nice, isn’t she?”


Margaret spun around to see Lynda trying to sit up in bed, her smile splitting her pale, gaunt face so completely that it looked like the top half of her skull might fall to the floor.


“Would you like me to bring up the head of the bed?” Margaret asked.


“Yeah, sure.”


Margaret unclamped the remote from the edge of the mattress beside Lynda’s pillow and hit the appropriate button. The head of the bed began to rise with a rattling hum, and Lynda told her when to stop.


“How about a little knee action down there?” Lynda asked, nodding toward the lower end of the bed. “Otherwise, I’m gonna slide down to the foot of the bed like a paraplegic.”


Margaret hit another button and the bottom half of the bed curled upward beneath Lynda’s knees. “Is that okay?” she asked cautiously.


“Perfect. Just perfect.”


For a moment, Margaret wasn’t quite sure what to do with herself. She clamped the remote back on the edge of the mattress, and removed the magazine from the chair, tossed it to the floor and planted herself in the chair, screeching its legs over the floor as she turned it to face the bed so she could look at Lynda.


“You okay?” Margaret asked, frowning.


“Come on, will you? Stop looking so serious. We both know I’m not okay, but I’m … okay. Okay?”


They both laughed, but Lynda’s sounded like a small rodent caught in a wet, clogged drain.


“Actually, come to think of it,” Lynda said, “I feel pretty good, all things considered. I’m usually nauseated. I mean all the time. I guess that nap did more good than most. I’m always dozing off like that. I’m really sorry. I mean, for falling asleep.”


“Hey, don’t worry about it.”


“Yeah, but we haven’t had a chance to really talk yet, have we?”


“Well, maybe not. But if you need to sleep, that’s more important.”


“If it means not being able to talk with you … well, then it is important.” Lynda’s smile withered. “I think you know as well as I do that I don’t have that much time. And we have a lot to discuss, don’t we? I mean … well, I guess what I’m saying is that … aside from falling asleep every twenty minutes … I have a lot to apologize for.”


Margaret took in a deep breath as she averted her eyes, then emptied her lungs slowly. She was trying to decide what to say, how to respond. Something in her gut tightened, telling her that hell, yes, Lynda did have a lot of apologizing to do, and Margaret should just sit back and let her do it!


But when she looked at Lynda, Margaret felt differently. She took Lynda’s hand again and held it between both of hers as she leaned toward the bed. Very quietly, she said, “What do you say we just let bygones be bygones, and … and all those other things people say in situations like this. We’re sisters, and in spite of all the time we’ve been apart, we’ve always been sisters. Always will be. All I’m concerned about right now is that we try our best to make up for lost time. I guess …” Margaret frowned a moment. “I guess if anyone should be apologizing, it should be me. I mean, if I’d listened to myself, I never would have made this trip.” She chuckled. “I doubt you’re likely to meet anyone who can hold a grudge as long as I can, Lynda.”
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