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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.







Foreword


I discovered the work of Kate Wilhelm in the 1970s. I was then the full-time mother of two small children. I had gone straight from graduate school into motherhood, and I was still surprised, on occasion, at the extent of my new isolation. My life was intense, exhausting, frequently joyful, but always extremely small. I was the mime in the classic sequence—the occupant of a box whose walls were collapsing.


On those days when magic touched my life in the form of two children napping simultaneously, I read. There were two or three feminist periodicals I read regularly, but they did not, in the seventies, appear much interested in mothers. The fictional work of most men struck me as essentially irrelevant to the tasks I currently faced.


I would not meet Kate Wilhelm for years and years, but she along with a number of other female writers were my chief adult companions during this period of my life. I clung to the Wilhelm heroines. They were not housewives, at least not all of them, but these women lived in the real world of increment and limitation. They shared a certain toughness, the courage to see exactly how limited their options were and to try to control their lives in spite of this. These women failed as often as they succeeded and the books sometimes ended on the failure, but the effort was the triumph. The Wilhelm heroine might be deluded about many things, but she never inflated her own importance or influence. She did the best she could in the circumstances she found.


For me, Wilhelm’s work combined all the best elements of escape, in terms of its transportational drama, of exotic and lushly evoked landscapes, of past and future lives, of adventure and danger and courage, while all the while retaining an absolute relevance to the issues of my life.


My life has changed a lot since then. My children are teenagers—they no longer nap, but, given the option, they sleep till noon. And I have begun to write myself. But I have continued to turn to the work of Kate Wilhelm for companionship, for solace, for wonder, to be amazed, to be transported, to be advised.


“You can tell if it’s real. You can tell. If it’s there years later. If you can go to it and find it years later.” These words are not mine. They come from the shattered woman in “The Day of the Sharks” and her purpose in using them is quite different from mine, but I find the words themselves irresistibly apt. There is something real that survives in the work of Kate Wilhelm.


I know of no other writer who conveys so successfully the twin truths of our lives—that the world is at once so much better and so much worse than we imagine it to be. The stories in this book range from the sharp sweetness of “The Look Alike,” to the deathly quiet of “The Dragon Seed”; from the sustaining natural setting of “The Chosen,” to the destroying natural setting of “The Day of the Sharks”; from the off-kilter delight of “Strangeness, Charm and Spin,” to the potent politics of “The Great Doors of Silence”; from the world-opening inhalation that ends “The Scream,” to the world-slamming-shut exhale of the title story “And the Angels Sing.”


Kim Stanley Robinson, along with many other writers, was once a student of Kate Wilhelm’s at the Clarion writing workshop in East Lansing, Michigan. Robinson told me that his class made up a game in which they ranked each other and various instructors along the three axes of strangeness, charm, and spin. Kate Wilhelm, he said, was one of only two participants to receive a perfect ten in each of the three categories.


So you’ll want to read these stories with a little space between them for the full effect. You’ll want to prepare yourself in advance, brace yourself, buckle yourself in. Turn to the first story. You’re about to be strangely charmed. You’re about to be spun.


—Karen Joy Fowler
Davis, California




The Look Alike


When Gina Crandall fell into bed Sunday night, Monday morning, actually, she had been too tired to sleep well, and now she was in the sort of twitchy, dream-laden sleep that was never refreshing. She had dropped various items of clothing on her way to bed—skirt, bra, panty hose—strewn like crumbs to guide her from the woods on awakening. As if responding to the cue, she dreamed that she was lost in a maze of department store counters, all higher than she was. Usually she switched on her answering machine, turned off the telephone bell when she was ready for bed, but she had forgotten that night, and when the bell sounded, she plummeted from dream to nightmare.


She was in the car with Stuart, laughing because the seat belt so clearly delineated the bulge of child within her. “In another few weeks, forget it,” he was saying, also laughing. His laughter changed to frantic shouts abruptly; she swiveled, stared, unable to move as logs began to rain from the sky toward her in slow motion. She could make out the details of bark, where the saw had bitten into the tree; one log in particular, twenty feet long, wobbled as it fell, first one end up, then the other, and all the while Stuart’s shouts and screams increased, became shriller, turned into a siren that blasted her ears. The log hit the car, and suddenly she was awake, still caught in the paralysis of the nightmare.


The telephone rang again; the sound released her muscles, permitted her hand to move although she did not will it to do so.


“Gina baby! That’s swell! Just five rings!”


“What?”


“Wake up, sweetie. Wake up, morning time.”


“Paulo?” Her voice sounded strangely muffled, even to her; she felt a stranger to the world, in an unfamiliar place, talking to someone she really did not know. But already the nightmare was gone, its only trace a film of sweat that covered her entire body. “Paulo? What do you want?” She swept her hand over her forehead, then threw off the covers.


“You awake? Want me to call back in a minute?”


“For heaven’s sake, Paulo, it’s the middle of the night and I just got to bed. What do you want?”


“You’re awake,” he said cheerfully. “Look, sweetie, Peg showed up at work with a fever of one oh two, and Bobby’s gone for the week, and Corinne had enough sense to put on her robot to take her calls. That leaves you, sweetie.”


She took a deep breath, ready to hang up, but he went on: “See you over at the Riverview Mall in half an hour. And thank me nicely, Gina. I gave you half an hour extra sleep while we loaded the truck. I’ll bring coffee and doughnuts. See you.”


She let the phone drop, lay back down and closed her eyes, but the memory of the nightmare even though the content was gone made sleep impossible and she knew it. She felt cold and clammy now. After a moment she sat up, then groaned when she looked at the clock by her bed. Five-thirty. Shower, she thought, and coffee. Let him wait, damn him.


There was a four-story Baron’s Department Store in downtown Cincinnati, the one Gina usually worked in, another smaller one near the university, and this one in Riverview Mall. Yuppie heaven, Paulo called it with some justification. The mall housed a Christian Dior shop, Liz Claiborne, Tiffany, a Bloomingdale’s outlet … The mall would be officially completed in another week or so, but as soon as the construction crews finished a section, the tenants moved in and the customers followed. It was six-thirty when Gina arrived that morning. Paulo and another display worker, Tom Gearheart, had already unloaded the truck and were fitting together the four-foot-tall Easter eggs that were to be placed throughout the store. The motif was an egg hunt, with knee-high painters hiding behind eggs with their buckets of paint, parent-mannequins looking elegant in their finery, and exquisitely dressed children-mannequins following gaudy ribbons here and there. There was also a display of Easter bonnets to be arranged—antique hats, modern hats, beautiful hats, ridiculous hats.


“And here she is,” Paulo called out when she approached. “The one and only, our own incomparable Gina!”


Tom Gearheart looked embarrassed; he always looked embarrassed around her. He was a couple of years younger than her twenty-eight years, Paulo a couple of years older than she was. Gina nodded to them, scowling, and Paulo laughed with what seemed inhuman good cheer considering the hour.


Paulo Moreno was assistant manager of the display department. At their first meeting four years earlier he had asked if she dyed her hair that color, a rich auburn tending toward red, and if she would go out with him that night after work. She had not answered either question, had tried to dodge him completely for the next two weeks, which had amused him enormously. Later, she had been outraged when he explained himself. “Sweetie,” he had said with mock patience, “I always try to date the new women. You’d have been a gorgeous catch.”


“Don’t call me sweetie!”


“But you are sweet, a dear little thing. So it didn’t work with you. No harm in trying, nothing ventured, nothing gained, and whatnot. And, Gina, it gets cold out there in shadowland, you know? Cold and lonely. And you do know. Okay, let’s get to work.”


That was how it was with him, some of the other women had said with indulgent smiles. Gradually Gina had come to have the same indulgent affection for him, but her feeling was mixed with a touch of unease that at times came close to fear because he had an uncanny knack for saying in an offhand way things she did not want to think about. Of course, she often reminded herself, she did not believe a thing he said outside of the common ground of their work. It was not so much lying, she had decided; he simply told stories so well that he might have come to believe them himself. She had also realized that no matter how she might feel about him, no one in authority would reprimand him, because he was so very good at his job. It was generally accepted that he would not be with Baron’s much longer. He was on his way up the ladder.


He had told her that at first he thought she had snubbed him because, as he put it, “I ain’t exactly lily white, now am I?”


“But you’re the—” She had bitten her cheek to keep from completing the sentence and he had laughed in delight, perfectly aware that she had almost said he was the most handsome man she had ever seen. Thick lustrous black hair with a deep wave, lovely melting brown eyes, the lithe body of a dancer. He said his family was from Puerto Rico, and it might have been true. His Mama, he had said, named him Pablo and called him Paulo because Pablos in New York drove taxis or made deliveries. That had sounded too crazy to be a lie. That was the problem, anything he said might have been true and nothing he said was necessarily true.


“Okay, team,” Paulo said that morning. “Gina, upstairs. Tom, parking-lot windows. We’ll have this sucker decked out in a couple of hours. Let’s do it.”


And they would have finished in less than three hours if things had gone right, Gina thought morosely at nine-thirty. But things never went right and delays should have been figured in at the start. She was almost done with the display at the mall-side entrance when the security men began to open the store for business. Already, people were appearing in the wide corridors, window shopping, some walking with quick purpose. Gina felt uncomfortable in her old soft jeans and T-shirt and sneakers, good clothes for the work she did, up and down ladders, under tables, on her knees, but the clientele of this mall made her feel shabby, out of place. Almost angrily she plopped an Easter basket under an azalea in scarlet bloom; a boy-mannequin looked on blankly, a girl-mannequin smiled a painted smile, her face tilted at an awkward angle. Gina started to reach for that one to realign the head, and came to a stop.


A group of children had just emerged from the bookstore across the wide aisle from Baron’s. They were laughing and skipping, five- or six-year-olds walking in pairs, holding hands, being led by a young woman, followed by another. The last little girl … She had long smooth red hair caught up with a green ribbon, like Tenniel’s Alice. She turned toward Gina; her eyes were almost as green as the ribbon.


Gina closed her eyes hard, snapped them open again. The little girl had stopped moving, was staring back at her with a puzzled look. Her partner tugged on her hand, and she ran with her, with the other children. Gina did not move as the women herded the children toward the big glass doors, as they exited the mall, vanished outside. Then, as if in a dream, she left the display she had been working on, crossed the aisle to the bookstore, and came to a stop. A comfortable-looking, gray-haired woman glanced up from the counter.


Gina took another step. She had to moisten her lips in order to speak. “Those children …”


“Cute, aren’t they? Riverside Kindergarten kids.” She held up a paper with a childish drawing of Easter eggs. “They help decorate our windows every year. We have a contest and the winners have their pictures in the windows for a week. On Thursday they’ll come back and see whose pictures are on display and they’ll all get little baskets of jelly beans. If it was up to me, I’d use all the pictures, but it isn’t. You working in Baron’s?” She looked more sharply at Gina and started to move around the counter. “Are you all right, dear?”


“Hey, Gina, you want to buy a book, how about you do it on your time,” Paulo called to her.


She turned stiffly and recrossed the aisle to Baron’s where Paulo was waiting.


“Sweetie, it ain’t nice to walk away and leave things—Gina, you see a ghost or something? What’s wrong?”


Her mouth was too dry again. She shook her head and started to pass him to return to the display she had left. He caught her arm. “I’m all right,” she mumbled finally. “I thought I saw someone … someone … I’m all right.”


What could she have said, she wondered as she completed her work. She had just seen herself at age six? Even as the words formed, she denied them. Not herself as she had been, but her child as she would be now if … The thought refused to move beyond that.


Paulo invited her to breakfast with him and Tom, but she refused, and went home to her small apartment. Clothes were on the floor, the bed a tumbled mess, as if it were someone else’s home, not hers. Ordinarily she was tidy, almost excessively neat. She started to pick up the things she had dropped, then let the garments fall again and sat on the side of the bed, staring at the opposite wall. Why had she never decorated the place, she wondered. It was almost convent-barren. No artwork hung on the walls, a bookcase was filled to overflowing, with a stack of books on each side, like unreliable bookends; movie cassettes, the television and VCR with a rocking chair before them took up most of the space; music tapes filled their own shelves, and beyond that there was little that said here is where Gina lives, this room defines Gina. She got up and went to the room where she had placed her drawing table, her paints and pencils, art books; an easel leaned against the wall. She rarely even entered that room anymore. She should have kept it as a living room, she thought distantly. Restlessly she went on to the kitchen and started to make coffee, then stopped. She did not want coffee or food or anything else.


She should try to sleep, but rejected that also. Not yet. She was off the rest of the day, all the next day, and there was nothing she wanted to do, nowhere she wanted to go, no one she wanted to see. With a chill she realized that this was exactly how she had acted six years ago; this was exactly how she had felt then, distant, removed, not interested in anything at all. Not brooding, not thinking, just not there. With determination she went back to the sink to force herself to finish making coffee, but she stared out the small window instead, seeing nothing.


She remembered how obediently she had told the psychiatrist whatever she had wanted to hear. Tell me about the accident, she had said. Dr. Tichenor. That was her name. Dr. Rose Tichenor. Soft curly brown hair, pale blue eyes, long elegant fingers. She remembered her fingers, how beautiful they were. Tell me about the accident.


“I went with Stuart to buy some special wood he needed. A machine lifting logs broke and logs fell and smashed the car. There were sirens all around and I woke up in the hospital. The baby was stillborn.”


What do you feel about it now, Gina?


“Nothing.”


What do you feel about Stuart?


“Nothing.”


But you plan to leave him?


“Yes.”


How concerned everyone had been by her attitude—her parents, Stuart, the doctor, friends. No one had understood that she had been killed in the accident as surely as her baby; this part that was left was meaningless. And no one had understood what she meant by that; she had not understood it herself, but it was true.


Seeing that red-haired child in the mall had stirred it all up again, the uncertainties, her feelings of being half alive, a sense of waiting. She nodded. Waiting. She had spent a lifetime waiting, and she could not even name what it was she waited for. Abruptly she left the sink, went to the telephone by her bed to call the store, to ask for Sheila Lamotte, the manager of the display department, to change her day off to Thursday.


The pictures in the bookstore window that Thursday were as childish as she had expected—misshapen eggs garishly colored, funny-looking baskets. One was of a meticulously drawn basket with several round eggs that might have been traced around a quarter. There were rabbits with pink ears, and daisylike flowers in rainbow colors. Gina examined each picture carefully. She moved to the other window beyond the door, and there were more of the same. Then she drew in a sharp breath and leaned in closer. Three flowers, two eggs, all in pastel colors, and peeking over the top of a flower there was a sharp little face, slanted eyes, pointed ears: a fairy. Gina had been a precocious reader, had fallen in love with fairies before school, had adored them until adolescence. She could remember vividly many of the illustrations in the fairy tales she had clung to beyond the age when it was altogether acceptable. She might have drawn just such an Easter picture herself at that age, she thought.


She jerked away from the window and looked for a place where she could sit down, have a cup of coffee, read for a little while. Many little girls discovered fairies at an early age. Maybe even little boys loved fairies until they were told trucks were more proper objects for their attention. It meant nothing. Nothing. Of course, she had told herself before leaving the apartment, she had no intention of waiting around all day for the child to return for her jelly beans. It might not be until late in the afternoon. She would be noticed; loitering all day was frowned upon in a mall like this one. And what was the point?


There was a coffee shop within sight of the bookstore, and she had brought a book. The first class appeared at ten. There was even a little red-haired girl among the giggling children, but her hair was coppery and so curly it frizzed. Gina watched them over the top of her book, a cup of coffee before her. Maybe that was the child she had seen, and her fatigue had tricked her into seeing a different image altogether. It was possible that her mind and eyes had betrayed her. She sipped the coffee, turned a page blindly. The next group of children arrived shortly after eleven. Involuntarily Gina rose and moved away from the table, remembered her check, returned for it and paid for her coffees.


The little girl’s hair was done up in a ponytail today, tied with a white ribbon. She wore a white pinafore, white sweater, white shoes.


Gina had made no plans, had no thought of what she wanted to do, but she found herself driving, following a station wagon into a subdivision close to the mall. Her hands were wet on the steering wheel; she wiped one, then the other on her pants leg, stayed well behind the station wagon and faithfully made every turn it made, lagged when it stopped to let a child out, tried not to appear to be following. She pulled over to the curb halfway down the street when the station wagon stopped again and the little red-haired girl finally jumped out and ran up the sidewalk to a brick house. Gina drove on slowly, watching her flashing legs, the sway of her ponytail. The door opened and for a moment the sun on the glass panel of the door dazzled Gina; she caught a glimpse of the figure of a woman, her outstretched arms, a sun-blaze of red hair, and then the door closed; the stoop was empty.


She had jammed on the brakes, killed the engine. She was shaking uncontrollably. That missing part of her that she had thought dead had come violently alive; not dead, dormant only, waiting, waiting. And now it flared through her demanding recognition, demanding attention. She felt feverish from the surge, as if it were a fire storm within her. She clutched the steering wheel harder to still her hands, squeezed her eyes shut to stem the tears that had not flowed before, tried to take deep measured breaths to calm herself, but she shook and the tears burned, and her breaths were no more than gasps for air.


The part that had been quiescent, that she had thought dead, had burst into life with the certain knowledge that that child was hers. The certainty was so overwhelming, so total that she did not question it.


A mistake must have been made. Her baby had not been stillborn! In the confusion, with Stuart injured, unconscious, with her own injuries, the premature birth, a nurse, a doctor, someone had made a mistake. Her child had survived! And she had always known the child was alive, had been waiting all this time, unable to say why, unable to explain, feeling nothing, more dead than alive, waiting. She leaned her head onto the steering wheel and stopped fighting the tears; very gradually her shaking subsided, the tears came to an end.


She had the car door half open before she realized that she could not simply walk in on this family, not in the condition she was in, to bring them the shock awaiting them. The child was well cared for; obviously they loved her. They had to love her. What would it do to the child to learn her mother and father were not her real parents? Father, Gina thought then. She had to tell Stuart.


She had not been to Stuart’s shop for nearly five years, and it had expanded since then. It seemed to occupy most of the block now; there was even a small showroom. She hesitated after leaving her car, then saw the office sign and went toward it, veered at the last moment toward open overhead doors that led to a shop. Stuart would be in the shop, not the office. He was an artist/craftsman who turned out beautiful handmade cabinets and furniture. They had met in art school where he was teaching because, he had said with candor, he had to support his hobby. Gradually his hobby had taken over and then supported both of them, and now it seemed to be a thriving business.


After the brilliance of the midday sun, she was blind in the dim shop, and followed a sound that led her inward although she could see little. It smelled good in here, reviving a memory as sharp and fresh as if she had inhaled the fragrance of newly sawn wood and varnish and turpentine daily all her life. Then she saw him at a bench with a lathe, holding up a piece of wood with what appeared to be an intricate curve, eyeing it, running one hand over it, exactly the way she remembered his doing. She came to a sudden stop as he turned, evidently only now aware that someone had entered.


“Gina!” He dropped the piece he had been examining; it made a melodious bell sound when it hit the concrete floor. Oblivious, he came toward her, both hands outstretched, laughing in spontaneous delight.


The light from behind her caught his hands first and she was shaken by the suddenness, the speed of the rush of memories that were awakened. How she had loved to watch him at work, the delicacy with which he had handled fine wood, as if communicating with it, learning its secrets through his touch. She had made dozens, hundreds, of sketches of those long blunt fingers, the veins on the backs of his hands, the muscles and tendons that appeared and vanished in a way that seemed random. She looked up from his reaching hands; he was laughing the way he had then, appeared as young, boyish even, as guileless as he had always looked then. Too bony to be handsome, too craggy, with deep-set blue eyes, an oversized nose, too large a forehead; she never had been able to capture his face in a sketch. His expressions chased each other too fast, and the stillness of her sketches had made him a stranger again and again. He was so open, his face so mobile he was unable to conceal any emotion, and now the emotion was joy, happiness at seeing her, even love, although she must have been no more than a silhouette against the bright light. She flinched from his touch.


“Can we talk?” she asked.


He stopped; his hands fell to his sides in an awkward position. “Sure. My office.” He wheeled about and led her through the shop that echoed with their steps. No one else was there, although it was evident that several people were now employed by the company. Lunchtime, she realized belatedly. He held the office door open, carefully placing himself so that they would not brush one another when she passed. He followed her inside and closed the door, leaned against it with his arms folded, regarding her.


Quickly she looked away. There were three drawing tables, stacks of plans, a partly completed table, extra legs, blocks of wood. On the wall there were eight beautifully framed drawings—his hands, her sketches. His desk was piled high with papers, drawings, sketches. An elaborate computer system was on a long table at a right angle to his desk. The monitor was large, expensive.


“You’ve been doing well,” she said finally, uncertain how to begin, how to make him listen without interrupting, make him believe.


“I have a lot of time to put in here,” he said.


She had kept her back to him; when she faced him now he looked startled. “You’ve been crying. What’s wrong? What happened?” He seemed poised to move toward her; she backed up a step, up against one of the drawing tables.


“I … Will you hear me out? Promise? Just listen?”


He nodded.


“I saw … Stuart, our baby didn’t die! There was a mistake in the hospital. There had to be a mistake, because she’s alive. I saw her! Twice now!”


He sagged against the door. At first he looked desperately hurt, wounded in a way he could not comprehend; then he looked angry.


“Listen to me,” Gina cried. “The first time I thought I was mistaken. I really did. She was with some other children in a mall. I saw her and thought I was just tired, hallucinating even. I went back and saw her again and followed her home and she’s my daughter! I can’t be wrong about it! She looks just like me at that age. The way she holds her head, the way she runs, everything about her.”


“Gina, stop it! Stop! Our baby was born dead! My God, haven’t you faced it yet? She was born dead!”


“They could have made a mistake. It happens. You read about it now and then. They made a mistake! I saw her!”


“And I saw our dead baby! They brought her to me. I kissed her. Gina, for God’s sake! You know she died!”


She shook her head. “No,” she said in a hoarse whisper. “I don’t know that. I’ve never known it. I’ve never believed it! You saw a dead baby, but she wasn’t ours! A premature baby, that’s all you saw. Admit it, Stuart, that’s what you saw. Our child was in an incubator by then, and now she’s a little girl with long red hair and green eyes—”


She had not realized he was moving until he began to shake her. “She’s alive!” she cried. “She is alive! Why didn’t they show me the dead baby? I would have known for sure then. They didn’t dare!” She tried to twist away from his hands, his grip tightened on her arms.


“You were unconscious for nearly three days, that’s why! You were so doped, you didn’t know anything. You wouldn’t go to the cemetery! You wouldn’t talk about it, about our dead child, about anything. You wouldn’t face the truth up and down the line. And you still won’t face the truth.”


She stopped struggling. “You don’t know anything about it,” she said dully, and could not think of a way to make him understand. All her life she had been empty, incomplete. She had thought a lover would fill the vacancy, a husband would complete her. And it hadn’t happened. She could live with that, she had decided; it was all she had known, and she accepted that it was all anyone else could know—incompleteness, not finished somehow. She was like a paper doll that looks alive from one angle, but then you turn it and she’s gone—nothing. She had pretended to be whole, thinking everyone else must be pretending too, that life was like that. Then she became pregnant. There was another self, separate and yet a part of her, and she knew what it was to be whole for the first time in her life.


“They should have let me die when they took her from me. I did die. I’ve been dead ever since. People pretend they see me as a real person, whole, but when I look I see that nothing’s there. Emptiness, that’s all. And yet, when I saw her today, really studied her, I came alive again. She’s my daughter!”


He let his hands fall from her arms, regarding her with horror. “Gina, will you see Dr. Tichenor? Please?”


“No! You tried before to make me think I was crazy! Everyone did! Not again!”


“You were a zombie! You were killing yourself with tranquilizers! You needed help and you need it now!”


“A zombie, that’s right,” she said. “I won’t see anyone. She tried to make me believe I felt abandoned, and that’s a lie. I left my parents, they didn’t leave me. I left you. They took my child. I was never abandoned! A zombie! Yes, but now I’m alive and functioning. That’s my child and I want her back!”


“Where did you see her? Where does she live? What’s her name?”


She started to speak, then clamped her lips, shook her head. “I won’t tell you. I’m sorry I came here. You won’t help me, will you? You don’t care.”


“Care!” His hands clenched; a muscle spasm moved along his jaw. He swung away from her, slammed a fist against the wall. When he spoke again, not looking at her now, his voice was harsh, strange. “What the hell do you think you’re going to do? Force yourself on some innocent family? Try to make them adopt you? Kidnap a child? Beat her if she won’t call you Mother?”


She saw again the outstretched arms, the happy child running toward them, and suddenly she was chilled through and through. A shudder passed over her, left her rigid. There was something she should remember, something …


“Now what?” Stuart demanded, facing her again. “What else is bugging you? What’s wrong?”


She shook her head blindly and darted past him, out the door, through the shop to the sunlight. She raced to her car and got in, started in a jerky motion and sped away, shaking. Very slowly the chill dissipated and she could breathe normally, could look around for landmarks, try to find her way back home.


She had to think, had to think. Plan. Weigh options. Think. She drove past her turn and kept going but no thoughts came. Curiously blank, she continued to drive all afternoon, now and then reminding herself that she had to think, had to plan.


She got out of the car on a bluff overlooking the Ohio River where mist was forming, rising. She had left the city, left the suburbs, and had no idea where she was. Lost again, she told herself. The hills here looked bleak, showing little greenery yet. Too early for dogwoods and redbuds, too early for tender leaves to unfurl and taste the air. Too late for winter weather, although it could return on a moment’s notice. In-between time, she thought. She felt immobilized, caught in in-between time, uncertain what to do, what she could do. Police? She almost laughed at the thought.


She flinched from the cruel words Stuart had hurled at her, as if she could hit that child for any reason. She could recall only two spankings from her own childhood, both administered by her mother, both well deserved, she had had to admit. She also remembered the times she had tried to goad her father into hitting her, desperate attempts to force him to acknowledge her, to actually see her. He never had taken her misdeeds seriously enough to punish her in any way. Her role in their family drama had been that of the invisible child.


She realized she was trying hard to find someone in her life to help her now. With the thought, she dismissed her parents. Not her brothers. They had a mild contempt, mild affection for her; they had never needed her, since they had each other and a father who adored them both. She had grown apart from her old friends as they married, started families, moved away, and over the past few years she had made no real friends. She had maintained a distance between herself and everyone else. Now she had acquaintances.


She had to be careful. She already had made one serious mistake in telling Stuart what she knew. She would not make a comparable mistake a second time. Whatever she decided to do, she had to do alone, and be very discreet, or … She shook the unfinished idea aside. Reluctantly she returned to thinking about Stuart, the look of horror that he had not been able to conceal. He believed she was mad, just as he had believed it back then when they could still move through time. Now she was stuck in in-between time. If she couldn’t count on Stuart to be her ally, then to whom could she turn? There was no one.


Dr. Tichenor? Although she knew she had been unfair to Dr. Tichenor who had never tried to make her admit anything, she also knew she would never be able to confide in her. She had scant memory of their sessions except for the last one. Tell me about the accident.


Actually Gina could remember nothing about the accident; she knew only what they had told her. It had happened too fast. “Pretrauma shock,” the doctor had said. “It’s very common.” Gina had asked her one question the last day. “Do you have children?” The doctor had said no and Gina had withdrawn once more. What was the use? Stuart couldn’t understand; a childless woman couldn’t understand. She had known then and knew now that there was no point in asking her mother anything personal. She stared at the mist that was hiding the river and creeping up the bluff, spreading over the lower countryside on the opposite bank. Fog. It could get bad at this time of year. Still, she did not return to her car. There was something she had to think through, something.


She remembered telling her parents she was leaving Stuart, her father’s instant grunt of satisfaction over her finances. “At least you won’t have to worry about money for a long time,” he had said. “With the settlement and all.” She had understood the words to mean she was not welcome back home as a divorced woman. Stuart had signed all the insurance money over to her and deposited it in her account, where it still remained, untouched, unwanted. Her mother had said nothing about Gina’s divorce, her future; she had talked about her own job at Ohio State University where she was secretary to the provost. Her mother always talked about her job, or the garden, or Gina’s two brothers. Her mother didn’t quite believe in her, Gina thought then; she must have seen Gina edge-on all her life and treated her as if she were not quite real, not quite there: Gina, her invisible child. She talked rapidly with sidelong glances at Gina’s father now and then, as if seeking his approval. Gina shook her head, trying to clear away the past in order to think about what she had to do. There was no reason to be going over this old and too-familiar ground again. She had long accepted that her father preferred his sons to his daughter, that she had been a disappointment to him by arriving first, that somehow he had made her mother feel guilty over having a daughter before a son. Could that be called abandonment? Openly loving one child more than another? She did not believe it. Love was never ordered up in measured doses, so much for this child, so much for that one. It happened or not, with no responsibility for its presence, no guilt for its absence.


“Sometimes,” Dr. Tichenor had said that last day, “a bereaved person feels abandoned by the one she has lost.”


It had not been a question, certainly not an insistent demand that Gina express such a feeling, but it had lodged in Gina’s head, and she had gone over and over the brief list of people who had not abandoned her. Her parents had not. She had left home to go to school and had never returned for more than short visits. Stuart certainly had not abandoned her. He had pleaded with her to stay, to see through their grief together, to plan another pregnancy. Dr. Tichenor had meant the child, of course. Abandoned by her child?


Gina had asked, “Do you have children?” And there was no point in continuing after that. The doctor could never understand. How would she have responded if Gina had told her she was no more than a paper doll, just as she, Gina, was? She remembered standing at the window in the doctor’s office, looking at the world that was obscenely, garishly brilliant with fall finery—reds that blazed, golden lights, flaring bursts of copper and bronze everywhere.


Suddenly, standing on the bluff with the fog reaching for her feet, she remembered the next thing the doctor had said that day, the last thing she had said to Gina.


“Gina, will you go to the cemetery with Stuart this week?”


She had turned from the window, had not looked at the doctor for fear she would catch her edge-on; she had walked from the office and had not gone back.


How hard they had worked to convince her that her baby had died. She had not understood her own resistance then, had accepted that she was deranged by grief, had not cared if she was. She had understood that day that because she had experienced wholeness and others had not, they would never comprehend what she grieved for: not only for a child, but also for herself. It would have been as futile to try to explain as to try to describe the brilliance of the autumn day to someone who had been born blind.


They had tried to make her see their reality, and she had resisted. Stuart had stormed at her finally, “For God’s sake, you can’t change the fact! You have to accept it! You have to live your life, go on with it.”


But his fact had been wrong, after all. His reality had been false. And she must have known even then, without a hint of proof, without a clue, without hope, she must have known her child was alive.


The fog curled around her ankles, its touch icy and cruel.


She squinted her eyes slightly and gazed out over it. It appeared to be a snowy field that stretched out forever, but it was unquiet, restless in an undulating motion, deceptive in its invitation to walk out onto it. She looked down at her legs and abruptly turned and went to the car. She was shivering with cold now, her shoes wet, her legs wet with a penetrating chill.


She had delayed too long; the drive home would be slow and difficult. There would be no thought now of what to do, what could she do; she would have to concentrate on driving. She drove too fast for the degraded visibility she encountered after leaving the bluff, but she wanted away from the fog, away from the insidious invitation to step into it. She felt so cold it was as if the fog had entered her.


Gina worked mechanically on Friday, isolated by an envelope of fog that she had taken home with her, protected by it. She was scheduled to work that weekend. Someone from Display always was on hand just in case there was an emergency. “Suppose a brat knocks over a pyramid of glasses in Housewares,” Paulo had explained. “Or a dippy housewife wants the bedspread that’s on a bed in Domestics. We go fix it up, sweetie.” Unless a display was going up or coming down soon, usually they had very little to do on Saturday or Sunday. That week they had received a shipment of new silver mannequins, and Gina and Paulo uncrated them and put them together on Saturday with the help of a pretty, ingenuous high school student working as an intern. “You know what that means?” Paulo had asked. “Cheap labor with no benefits.” This girl was called Bobby, and she had fallen in love with Paulo at first sight, she had told Gina, with deep melancholy sighs, as if aware of the hopelessness of it all.


They would take down the Easter display on Easter Sunday and put up the material for the biggest event so far this year—the grand opening sale to celebrate the official opening of Riverview Mall. A quadruple whammy of a lie, Paulo called it. “First, the mall’s been open for business for nearly a year. Second, it’s just another way to try to get rid of the mistakes the buyers made. Third, inventory sales were bigger. And finally, you can’t even see the river from it.” Actually, Display would have little to do with the sale. Their next big project was what Paulo called The Garden. Proms, weddings, the first barbecue on the patio, garden parties. He had designed that display; the new mannequins would be used for it.


Gina had not been able to make any plans Thursday night, or all through Friday night. She had not slept, but neither had she been able to think through two consecutive ideas. It was as if her brain had frozen. She had hoped that Paulo would be preoccupied with his display plans, that she would have quiet at work, no interruptions, just a corner in the workroom where she could formulate a plan. It was not happening that way.


There were a dozen of the new mannequins, silver creations, as boneless as Titian women, but reedlike and chic. The female mannequins wore size seven, the males had thirty-eight-inch chests. The heads had been packed separately and were ranged on a worktable. A fine film of white dust clouded them. As Bobby wiped each one, Paulo or Gina fitted it into the neck of one of the silver bodies.


“They don’t have souls, poor things,” Paulo said, holding up one of the sculpted heads. It was hairless, human shaped, without features. Even without faces, it was obvious which was male, which female. “Giordino’s a genius,” Paulo went on, studying the head, his own head tilted thoughtfully. “He knows the soul shapes the face, so, no soul, no face. Look at that structure, high cheekbones, proud mouth, looks like Gina, doesn’t she?”


Bobby was looking at it, wide eyed. She shook her head. “There aren’t any bones, or a mouth. It doesn’t look like anyone. Unless it’s a robot.”


“Honey bun, that’s what I mean,” Paulo said, and laughed.


“I’m going on my break,” Gina said stiffly, and walked away.


In the lounge she studied her face in the mirror. Her lack of sleep was taking a toll; shadowed hollows under her eyes made them appear larger than ever. They looked haunted. She closed them and ran her fingers down her face, under her chin. Paulo was right; she was like the mannequins. Soulless, incomplete. She stared at her reflection again and this time she nodded. By Monday, she promised the robot in the mirror. She would know what to do by Monday, and do it.


She avoided Paulo and the high school girl all afternoon, made work for herself in Housewares until closing time, and then ducked out. She slept just as poorly Saturday night as she had all the previous nights of the week. At three in the morning, wide awake, she sat on the side of her bed and regarded the room with hatred. She had made herself a solitary-confinement cell, she realized; movies or television programming to watch, music to listen to, books to read, food in the tiny kitchen. She had no need for the outside world at all.
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