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Enter the SF Gateway …

In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’



Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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PART ONE

A DOLL’S HOUSE


ONE

“TAKE ALL the time you need,” the woman said from over by the window. “There’s no hurry.” She looked out at the mid-morning traffic that was starting to move down in Chestnut Street and added, “We do close the office at six.”

Ruth turned the pages of the brochure. Again. For what felt like the hundredth time in the past half-hour. She hadn’t supposed that this was going to be easy, but even so … her thoughts raced in a circle, full of purpose and getting nowhere like a dog trying to bite out a tick on its own behind. She was embarrassed.

She said, “I’m usually very decisive. This isn’t like me at all.”

Another page, another face. Another passably handsome middle-aged man with a perfect haircut and a lively spark in his eyes. They did that with lighting, she knew. It was nothing to go on.

She turned to another.

The woman said, “If I had to guess, I’d say you were in business.”

“I suppose I am,” Ruth said.

“So many of our clients are. What line?”

“Publishing. Magazine publishing.”

“Would that be nationwide, or just Philadelphia?”

“Probably nothing you’d have seen. I sell advertising space in trade journals. Are they all this old?”

It didn’t sound quite so blunt until it came out, and then it sounded positively crude. The woman, Mrs. Eloise Carroll, looked over toward her with one drawn-in eyebrow raised.

“We don’t call our gentlemen old, Ms. Lasseter,” she said. “We call them mature.”

“Only,” Ruth persisted, “I don’t want to turn up at this dance looking as if I came with my father.”

“You want to create an impression.”

“Yes, and not a desperate one. That’s not the reason why I’m here.”

Eloise Carroll moved from the window, returning to her desk. She said, “Ladies have all kinds of reasons for needing an escort service, Ms. Lasseter. Believe me. Desperation is the least of them.” She leaned across the desk and flipped over a couple of the pages in the album that Ruth was holding. Another face looked up. Another God-almighty grandfather. “What about our Mister Chapman? He’s from England, too.”

“I’m not in England now,” Ruth said. “I want a native.”

Eloise Carroll, still leaning across, lowered her voice a little and said, “May I suggest something?”

“What?”

“Being tense will only affect your judgment. There’s no need for it. Anything that’s said in this room is said in complete confidence. The more you can tell me, the more help I can be.”

“I need an escort for one social occasion. That’s all.”

“But an escort’s just an escort. You seem to be looking for someone who’ll fit a part. Am I right?”

She was right. After a fashion, anyway, and part of Ruth’s problem was that it irritated her to acknowledge it. None of it was this woman’s fault. Ruth was aware that she was being less than civil. She made an effort.

She said, “It’s for a trade event, like a society ball or a prom. My company’s sponsoring it and we all have to go. One of the department heads has been my lover for nearly two years. He’ll be there with his wife. He thinks she suspects. If I don’t turn up with someone, then she’ll know.”

Eloise Carroll lowered herself into the big padded swivel chair on the other side of the desk. The desktop carried a phone and a blotter and nothing else. Eloise Carroll would probably once have been described as a handsome woman. Handsome rather than pretty, and a lukewarm compliment in its time. But pretty wouldn’t have lasted the way that handsome had.

She said, “Well, you’re not the first one to tell me this story.”

Ruth was surprised. “You’ve had the situation before?”

“It happens all the time. What about our Mister Cooper? He’s a professional actor. He won’t let you down.”

“He’s too old.”

“He’s forty-five.”

“Well, he thinks too old. Haven’t you anyone who didn’t pose in a blue rinse and a yachting blazer?”

“We’ve gentlemen of all ages up to sixty-five. But it’s the older men who get the work. That’s just the way it is.”

Ruth turned another page, and then another. The pages were actually see-through plastic pockets, photographs to one side with their printed details opposite. She was almost at the end of the book once again, and once again she was no closer to making any decision.

The last two faces in the book were boy pictures. Boys in tuxedo jackets, but they seemed completely out of place.

“How old’s he?” she said, tilting the book for Eloise Carroll to see.

“That’s our Mister Hagan. He’s twenty-three. Turn up with him and you’ll make an impression, all right.”

Ruth gazed at the page, and sighed. There was no lust in it, just wistfulness, and it wasn’t particularly directed at the unlined face before her. “God,” she said, “to be twenty-three again. I wouldn’t have had this problem then. The world was wall-to-wall with single males.”

“Time passes,” Eloise Carroll said. “Things change. That’s just life.”

Ruth knew what kind of choice she ought to be making. A man four or five years older than herself, distinguished-looking, good at small talk; someone pleasant who’d support her and stand by her through the evening but who’d stick in no one’s mind, her own included. It should have been straightforward enough, the album was full of them. But she couldn’t make the leap. It had nothing to do with years, and everything to do with self-image.

She said, “I really don’t know. Whatever I say now’s going to be wrong. Do you have something I could take away with me?”

“We can send to your office, but I don’t suppose that would be appropriate in a case like this.”

“God, no.”

“Then I can give you copies,” Eloise Carroll said, rising.

A secretary in the outer office organized the paperwork while the two of them waited. If the woman was annoyed by Ruth’s lack of decisiveness, she didn’t show it. Maybe she was used to this kind of uncertainty; one of the more common factors involved in the job.

She said to Ruth, “How long have you lived here?”

“Ever since I was twenty-five,” Ruth said. “I was working for one of the big insurance companies and they sent me over on a three-year rotation. At the end of it I left the job rather than go back.”

“Why?”

“I thought I was in love with somebody.”

Strange, how it didn’t hurt to say it now.

Eloise Carroll said, “Was that in Philadelphia?”

“That was in New York. I moved to Philadelphia in ’eighty-four.”

“Do you ever go home?”

Without really intending to, Ruth looked toward the window. A couple of miles to the west, the chiseled glass towers of the city’s business district now stood clear of the morning’s earlier haze.

“This is home,” she said.


TWO

SHE WALKED along two city squares to where she’d left her car. It was on a lot where a ballroom had once stood and which had been fenced for contract parking. The air in the street was cool, but the inside of the car was hot and stuffy from the sun on the glass. She threw the folder onto the passenger seat, opened all the windows, and set off across town to her place of work.

Ruth drove a Pontiac 6000, her second American car in ten years. As soon as the stale air had blown through, she closed up the windows and turned on the air conditioning. Then she switched on the radio. The crosstown traffic was slow but steady. Ruth was supposed to be at a meeting by eleven-thirty. She was cutting it close, but she could see no reason why she wouldn’t make it.

She kept glancing down at the cardboard folder. This was ridiculous. Pick one and let’s go, Ruth, she told herself. Just pick one and let’s go. Any one of them is as good as any other.

But it was as if, every time, her mind turned aside just before the moment of decision.

About twenty minutes later she was stuck in a long line of traffic on Race Street, for reasons that were too far ahead of her to make out. A few people leaned on their horns, but their hearts weren’t in it. About a half-dozen cars further on, two beggars in white shirts were working the lanes. Ruth checked the door locks and then picked up the envelope. She pulled out the Xerox sheets and started to look through. They’d been reduced, two pages into one. The copies weren’t good, but they’d be good enough.

One of the beggars tapped on her window. She could see his paper cup out of the corner of her eye. She shook her head fractionally, but she didn’t look up. After a few moments, he went on to the car behind.

As always, she felt guilty. She knew that she shouldn’t, but she always did. Tough, but not tough enough. That was Ruth Lasseter’s lonely secret.

Then she had an idea.

She dug out a bill from the parking change in the glove box, and dropped the window. Holding the money up where it could be seen, she leaned out of the car and whistled.

It was loud. Ruth whistled with two fingers of one hand, like a boy, and she could hit a note that would scare a flock of birds out of a field of corn. The young black man with the paper cup flinched and then, looking a little uncertain, he started back up the line toward her.

“Hi,” Ruth said pleasantly, and reached out to stuff the money in his cup.

“Thank you. God bless you,” the young man said, with an intent politeness that seemed completely sincere.

“Can I ask your opinion on something?”

“I guess so.”

“Which of these men do you think I should take on a date?”

She held up the sheets like a set of flash cards, and started to give him a two-second burst of each. He was around twenty-five years old, well-built and good-looking. His footwear was all shot and filthy but his white shirt was spotless. He looked utterly bewildered.

“Why you asking me?” he said.

“I can’t choose,” she said. “They’re all the same to me.”

“Well, they’re all the same to me, too. Pick the one with most money.”

“It’s not that kind of a date. You pay these guys.”

“For why?”

“They’re escorts.”

“You’re kidding.”

“No, I’m not.” Ruth glanced in the rearview mirror and saw that the man in the car behind was watching the exchange with his mouth wide open. He shook his head in disbelief and then appeared to start expressing himself loudly in the solitude of his coupe. Up ahead, some of the vehicles were beginning to move.

The young man said, “No woman like you should pay to get a guy,” he said. “Not on any planet I ever lived on.”

“Thank you,” Ruth said. “It’s not that I’ve got no one to ask. I’ve got plenty of old boyfriends I could call on, but my new boyfriend won’t have that. This is just to make him happy. He’s very jealous.”

The young man said. “If you got a boyfriend, what for do you need a date anyway?”

“Are you going to help me choose or not?”

“Uh-uh,” he said, backing off. “Spin a bottle or stick a pin. Cause when it all goes bad, what you want to do is look back and say how somebody steered you wrong.”

“Okay,” Ruth said, shifting into Drive. “Thanks anyway.”

“Hey,” he said. “Take me. I’ll do it for free.”

“I told you he’s jealous,” Ruth said. “That would just about kill him.”

GRAYBIRD PUBLISHING had space in the Somerville Building just a few blocks from Logan Circle, in a narrowing north west corner of the city center between the Schuylkill River and Fairmount Park. It was all wide streets and no pedestrians in this area, unlike those parts of town that reminded her of home—her original home, not the one that she’d made for herself here. The streets that reminded her of home had brick sidewalks and trees and neat row houses set back from the trees. The English north-country suburb where she’d grown up had featured none of these, which only helped to convince Ruth that nothing ever made too much sense if you insisted on looking at it too closely.

She left the car in the parking basement and took the elevator up to the lobby. Graybird had two floors in the building, the fourth and most of the fifth. The place was deceptive. On the outside it looked like a big old bank or a treasury building, fronted by immense classical columns and the kind of steps where gangsters always get shot in movies. Inside, it had been gutted and revamped to provide office space around an atrium big enough to launch a balloon in. All the fine old marble had been restored and polished and extended all the way up to the daylight in the roof. There was greenery and an indoor fountain, and ever-watchful security to make sure that these public spaces didn’t attract the wrong kind of public. Mostly, the public stayed out and the spaces stayed empty.

Ruth crossed the floor and passed before the security counter on her way to the main elevator bank. Someone in a uniform was sitting behind the desk.

“Good morning, Ms. Lasseter,” the uniform said as she went by.

She read off his badge without even a glance at the face above it.

“Morning, Aidan,” she said.

She’d missed the meeting. It was hard to be sorry. When she stepped out on the fifth she went over and ran her ID card through the reader, which let her through the glass doors and into company territory. Visitors had to press the buzzer and wait.

Once at her desk she threw her coat onto the back of the chair, switched on her terminal, and scooped all the internal mail from her ‘in’ tray and slid it straight into a drawer. Rosemary looked over the partition from the adjoining carrel and said, “Hello, Ruth. Jake’s been looking for you.”

“Any idea what for?”

“Nothing important, he said. I didn’t know what to tell him.”

“You could have said I had an appointment to get my tattoo finished.”

“A tattoo?” Rosemary said. “You? Where?”

“I don’t want to say. Just don’t expect me to sit much today.”

“Is that true?”

Ruth hadn’t the heart.

“No, Rosemary,” she said, “it’s only a joke. I had some car trouble again.”

Rosemary made a sign of understanding, and dropped down out of sight. She wasn’t tall. She had to sit on a cushion to type. Most people had fallen into the habit of referring to her as ‘Little Rosemary’ until the one memorable day when she’d exploded and it had taken more than an hour of diplomatic to-ing and fro-ing to entice her out of the women’s room.

The little red light on Ruth’s phone was blinking to indicate a backup of switchboard messages for her. She jiggled the receiver to kill it, set out the soda can that she’d forgotten to empty the day before, and then checked the overall effect. Woman at Work, it said to her. And if it said that to her, it would say the same to anyone.

So then she picked up a piece of scrap paper and walked off down the row toward the elevators. She saw the head of her section, who spotted her across the dividers and called her by name, but she waved the paper and said, “Got to deal with this urgently, Jake, I’ll be right back,” and then carried right on.

On through the beehive. That was how Graybird looked to her, with everybody in their little private spaces that had no privacy. The carpet was deep and the colors were cool and all the lighting had almost the exact feel and texture of daylight, but it was a beehive all the same. It was never a good idea to step back too far and see your own place in it all. The plants you tended, the cards you pinned up. Exactly the same as everyone else. At a distance, you were no one.

Group Services had real offices. Ruth walked past Gordon Parry’s open door, and made for the snack machine at the end of the passageway.

She needed to do no more. They were lovers, they had radar. He would feel her presence like the passage of a magnetic field, making his heart race and raising the hairs on the back of his neck. She knew, because it was what his proximity could do to her.

He was approaching.

He stood behind her while she sorted out change for the machine, as if politely waiting his turn.

She heard him say, “How did it go?”

“I’m going to need help,” she said. “I can’t make a choice.”

“What’s the problem?”

“There’s no problem. I just can’t make a choice.”

“This is the craziest thing I’ve ever done.”

“Me too.” They were conversing in low voices and avoiding looking at each other, like prisoners in a yard under the eyes of the guards. She said, “Can you come to the apartment?”

“Maybe Thursday. I’ll try.”

She dropped some of the money. They bent together to pick it up, and their hands touched for a moment. Her heart was hammering as she walked back toward her desk.

She hadn’t even looked at him.

Oh, Ruth, she thought to herself. The games we all play.

The chances we take.


THREE

THERE WERE a number of shops and services down in the windowless passageways off the atrium. Along with the barber shop and the florist and the copy shop and the Fed Ex desk, they included two gourmet cafes and a deli. Business tended to ebb and flow between them, depending on who’d placed the most attractive offer in this week’s copy of the Somerville Building’s internal newsletter. Rossini’s cafe was offering free espresso and a dollar off with coupon, Moriarty’s was two-for-one on sandwiches. So the four women of the Graybird ad sales department went down to lunch together at Spinks’, which was offering nothing at all but was the only place with a table free.

Four of them sat around the table. Ruth, Rosemary, Jennie and Alicia. Because all the lighting was artificial, it could have been any hour in some below-ground bunker. It was too bright, and everything gleamed. Tiles, tabletops, silverware, everything. It was like a dining room designed by an orthodontist. They talked about the morning’s meeting, and the proposed measures for scaling down some of the less profitable parts of the company, and who was likely to stay and who would most probably be invited to go. Ruth, who hadn’t been there, didn’t have much to say on the subject. And much as she tried to take an interest, her mind would stray to a certain other matter.

“Hey,” Jennie cut in, leaning forward and lowering her voice. “Look who’s here.”

Ruth glanced around, and saw nobody. One of the building security people was passing with a tray, that was all. Big and slow-moving and mostly invisible, a blue shirt and a bunch of keys; but then she realized, it was the guard whom Jennie was eyeing. But she couldn’t turn and look again. Not right away.

Rosemary said, with a pained expression, “Please don’t drool. I’m trying to eat.”

“Do you think anyone would notice if I hid him in the trunk of my car and took him home?”

“Bill might.”

“I wouldn’t bet on it. If I lay face-down on the table with a banana up my ass, he’d ask me where I put the fruit bowl.”

“Jennie!” Rosemary said, with a gasp of shock that wasn’t entirely feigned.

“I don’t care,” Jennie said. “Somebody call him over. I’ve worked hard all my life, I deserve it.”

Now Ruth let her gaze drift and half-turned in her seat, hoping that the move didn’t look fake and knowing that it did. But it made no difference. He wasn’t looking her way. He’d settled at a table on his own, and he was reading a newspaper; leaning over the table and turned slightly away from the room, as if to create a little private space in the middle of his day. It was, she realized, the one who’d been manning the desk when she’d arrived that morning. He’d known her by name, but she’d had to check for his. Aidan. Aidan Kincannon.

Aidan Kincannon, unlikely object of desire.

“I’ll call him for you,” she offered, and started to raise a hand.

“Don’t you dare!” Jennie said quickly.

Ruth became aware then that Alicia wasn’t joining in. Hadn’t taken her eyes off her for more than a minute, it seemed.

She said to Ruth, “What about you? What’s going to happen to you if the job disappears?”

“Same as everybody else,” Ruth said. “I’m out on the street.”

“Won’t you lose your right of residence?”

“I haven’t thought about that.” It was true, she hadn’t.

“You must have,” Alicia insisted. And Ruth felt herself being forced into an edgy smile.

“It sounds like I’d better start,” she said.

And Alicia said, “What do you know that we don’t?”

“What are you talking about?” Ruth said.

“Come on, Ruth. Let us in on the secret. Who do you have to fuck around here to be certain of secure employment? Then we can all form a line.”

Ruth looked at her levelly. She didn’t flinch.

“Where did this come from?” she said.

Alicia shrugged.

“I don’t have to sit here and listen to this,” Ruth said.

“Wait a minute,” Jennie said. “Don’t fly off the handle.”

“No,” Rosemary said. “It was just a bad joke, wasn’t it, Alicia?”

Alicia took a beat before she answered.

“That’s what it was,” she said.

Ruth stood up, and pushed her chair back. It dry-scraped on the floor. She hadn’t finished, but she was no longer hungry. She felt like someone cold to the touch around a white-hot core. She looked down at Alicia, who in spite of her supposed backdown remained defiant.

“I don’t know what your real problem is, Alicia,” Ruth said, “but deal with that. Don’t try to take it out on me.”

She walked out of the coffee shop and back toward the elevators. She felt light-headed and, although she didn’t falter, she also felt unsteady. It was as if she floated, and couldn’t fall. Did Alicia know about her and Gordon? Did anyone actually know? Ahead of her in the passageway were two day assistants from the childcare center in the basement, pulling along a wagon with about eight pre-schoolers sitting on it and two more helping to push. For once she didn’t smile as she passed them.

The office was mostly empty when she got back. She went into her enclosure and sat down before her terminal.

There she took in the view of her domain, such as it was. A faded picture of her parents, one of her sister, one of her sister’s children that was probably way out of date by now. A few similarly out-of-date gallery invitations, an old champagne cork still in its wire. A palm in a pot, its leaves steadily shriveling. Ruth didn’t have much of a way with plants; somebody would buy one for her, it would die slowly, she’d throw it out and then someone would give her another.

“Ruth?” she heard. “Are you busy?”

She looked up. It was Rosemary. Ruth made a gesture that could have meant anything, and Rosemary took it as permission to stay. She pulled her chair around from the other side of the partition and sat down.

She said, “I don’t know what got into Alicia. Nobody agrees with what she said. I don’t think she believes it herself.”

“Rosemary,” Ruth said, “I really couldn’t give a damn what she believes.”

“Please forgive her, Ruth.”

Ruth sighed. What could you say to a plea like that?

She said, “Ever the peacemaker, aren’t you, Rosemary? If Alicia’s got some kind of a complex, then it’s not my problem.”

“You need to understand something,” Rosemary said. “Some of the others envy you. I envy you myself, sometimes.”

“For what?”

“Oh, come on. You’re a grown-up single woman. You’re the choice we didn’t make, and you’re looking pretty good on it. Whenever life gets rocky, we’re bound to wonder if we chose wrong. When I was nine, I had dreams about being a bride. When I was nineteen, I married Prince Charming. Now he makes the kids laugh by getting them to pull on his finger just as he lets go with a fart. I still love him. But it’s not the dream I had.”

“I can’t handle that, Rosemary,” Ruth said. “You can’t ask me to take responsibility for it.”

“I’m not. I’m just telling you how it is.”

Alicia called by her desk after lunch, and apologized. Ruth told her it was okay. Jennie brought coffee for everyone, including Jake, who was then suspicious of them all for the rest of the afternoon.

The phones rang, the work got done. Some men brought a printer cabinet that nobody had asked for and then took it away again.

Ruth hardly thought ahead to Thursday at all.


FOUR

RUTH’S APARTMENT was in a rehabilitated dry-goods warehouse alongside the access ramp to the Ben Franklin Bridge. The ramp was a massive arch outside her window, the space beneath it a dark cathedral in blue steel. As the traffic rolled over, it seemed to set every bass pipe on the organ singing. This was an old part of town that had been hauled from near-dereliction to upward mobility until recession had put on the brakes and left most of the rehabs with only part-occupancy. Five years ago she couldn’t have afforded the area, but now most of them were offering deals. Ruth’s was a simple studio, a big sitting room with an open sleeping area overlooking it and a crawlspace under. On her lease agreement they called it a loft, although by New York standards it wasn’t.

She kicked off her shoes and switched on the lights, low so that they’d gradually take over as the sun went down. She made herself some herbal tea in the kitchen, and carried it across to the couch. She didn’t feel like eating anything, even though she’d left her lunch half-finished. Disinclined though she was to admit it, Alicia’s attack was still churning her up inside. It was like a slap out of nowhere, something to make her head ring. They’d never been friends, exactly, but … my God, she thought, I never realized that the woman actively despised me.

It could only be envy. Envy or insecurity over a single woman, loose in a world of wives and mothers. Rosemary was probably right; Ruth’s continuing existence must have seemed like a challenge to all of them. They’d see the way that some of their husbands twitched into life like dead meat when introduced into her company. God forbid that she should actually be happy as well.

She looked through the escort agency samples again, and tried to cut the numbers down to a few possibles. The one with the hint of a squint, out. One who looked like an actor she didn’t like, out. Another that she didn’t like the look of for no reason at all, out.

She slumped back on the couch, threw her head back, and groaned.

It hadn’t been easy, even to pick up the phone. Gordon had passed her the number. He’d said that he’d checked it out and it was one of the legitimate places and not just a hotel handjob outfit, but how could she be sure? The very concept of a genuine agency seemed so archaic, a hangover of more innocent days. But there it was, the understanding social resource for the mature woman. Ouch. Companions for formal occasions, concerts, gallery visits, even shopping and city tours. The men on the books were mostly retired and doing it for pin money and their own enjoyment. And according to Eloise Carroll the clientele were mostly widows, middle-class and up, who called for a man because there was a man-sized space alongside them that they felt a need to have occupied. Nothing closer than that.

Well, if there was so much envy out there, this would be a way to defuse it as well as settling any suspicions that Mimi Parry might be having about her husband’s late nights and New York stopovers. But that, Ruth was now beginning to realize, was the sticking point. The practical usefulness was undeniable. The hard part was that it made her feel just a little bit like a beaten dog, rolling over onto its back and showing its belly to end a fight. Life might be quieter afterwards, but at what price? It could be described as a form of appeasement.

But it could equally feel like a form of abasement.

Don’t think, she told herself. Just choose.

But then, not thinking had never been as easy for Ruth as it seemed to be for some.

Midway through the evening, she picked up the phone and called the agency’s answering machine. She said, “Hello, Mrs Carroll. This is Ruth Lasseter, I came to your office this morning and took away a copy of your brochure. I’ve got it down to a couple of names; I’ll call you in a day or so to check on their availability.”


She’d make a firm decision before the evening was out.

Or tomorrow. Tomorrow would be just as good.



HER NAME was Frances Everline. She was forty-eight years old, twice-divorced, no children, and she was dying.

She hauled herself up off the bed, which was soiled with her vomit, and took a step toward the bedroom door. But she didn’t get far. Her legs went from underneath her, and her face hit the carpet. It happened so fast that she wasn’t even aware of falling.

For a while, she didn’t move. She felt strangely comfortable here. It hurt, but it was like an arm’s-length hurt. That this was dangerous, she knew. Slip far enough out of herself like this, and before she could stop she’d have slid too far ever to return.

The phone was in the next room. She knew that she’d have to get to that and dial 911 if she was going to have any hope at all. Lying here, she’d just get weaker. So she summoned what little strength she had left, and she started to crawl across the floor.

Her vision was distorted, like in a cartoon. The distance from here to the door seemed as vast as the view down a football field. From beyond the door to the phone would be like a desert still to cross.

But she’d try.

As she crawled, there was a clear part of her mind that berated itself and disparaged the person that she’d become in the past few weeks. She’d turned into someone that she could hardly recognize any more. From confident and self-possessed she’d gone to whining and dependent, and she could see the reasons for it only now. It was all because she’d felt that she was heading along a path down which she didn’t actually want to go. But like a second-rate craftsman who couldn’t bear to undo bad work, she’d done nothing but add to the situation and carry it further and ultimately make it worse. Where did she think she was heading? To happiness?

She stopped and half-lifted herself on her hands and dry-heaved, and brought up nothing but a couple of spoonfuls of green bile.

If this is happiness, the clear part of her mind was thinking, then you can keep it.

Her arms gave way then, and she dropped back to the floor. She lay there, shivering. Her vision was going, now. It was as if her nervous system was closing down on her, one department after another, with the last one out getting ready to turn off the lights.

Damn. And after she’d made it as far as the doorway, as well.

She’d never felt this weakened, not even by the worst fever. It was as if her joints had been disengaged and there were only a few cottony strands of muscle left to pull and make them work. But still she started to drag herself almost by her fingertips alone, feeling the nails tear as she dug them deep into the sitting-room carpet and into the backing beneath, and this way she began to cover the last few yards to the low table with the phone on it.

Frances would never have believed of herself that the hunger to live could be so strong. She’d always believed if ever she were to reach a state where only doctors were keeping her alive, then she’d much rather they’d pull the plugs and let her go. There were even letters to that effect in her lawyer’s office, locked securely in his strongroom against the day that they might be needed. But she’d been clear-headed when she’d drafted them. Dragging herself across the carpet like this, she could see there was no way that she could have taken into account the determination with which she now clung grimly to that one remaining thread of gleaming silver that was her life.

She reached the table, and managed with a superhuman effort to get her hand up onto it. Her hand just lay there as the entire length of her arm trembled. Nothing in the muscles, all energy spent. She couldn’t raise it any higher, she couldn’t lift it to the phone. She could maybe push the buttons; but she wasn’t sure if she could speak. She didn’t want to try, and find out that she’d shot her only round. One word would do it. She hoped.

Her arm fell, and landed beside her face like a dead thing.

The table had a glass top. Looking up through it, she could see the underside of the phone. It might as well have been on a high shelf on some other floor of the building. The telephone cord went across the table and down by the leg, to where it ran under the furniture to the wall socket.

Could she manage this? This, at the very least? Frances reached across for the cord, and wrapped her fingers around it. She could feel the strength fading even as her fingers tightened. Then she pulled.

The phone slid across the table, caught on the edge and stayed there, resisting. It was maddening, like a sleeve caught on a door handle that wouldn’t come away.

Then all of a sudden it flipped into the air and over, and it landed with a rattling crash on the floor in front of her. The receiver bounced free and landed on its side only inches before her face. She didn’t even flinch.

Frances barely had to move her hand to stab out 911 on the touch pad, and then she didn’t even wait for the operator to reply. “Help,” she croaked, and no sound came out. Then “Help,” again, and this time, just a rattling noise that could have been anything.

Oh, no.

No.

She’d come so far. She wasn’t about to lose it now, not now that she’d run the full course and the only step left was to pick up the award. All she needed to do, she was thinking, was to hang on. Hang on while they registered her distress and locked the line open and traced it with the speed of which she knew them to be capable.

So then she swallowed, ready to try again, and it was like choking a marble down a dry pipe. It was then that she realized there was no operator’s voice coming out of the phone. She’d misdialled. Or it had misconnected, and because of that she was wasting what little energy she had left.

She fumbled her hand onto the cradle. Pressed it down with rubber fingers in order to try again. But then she forced herself to hesitate, and she listened, and that was when her heart dropped like an elevator through fourteen stories. The phone was making no dial tone, no buzz, no sound of any kind. There was nothing visibly wrong with the handset, but the line was completely dead.

Frances Everline beat her head weakly against her living room carpet.

She wept.

And then, as if through miles of space, she heard a key being turned in the door.

Gratitude and shame rushed through her like unmixed torrents of hot and cold water. Apart from spraying vomit all around the bedroom, she’d fouled herself somewhere along the line as well. But help was here. That was all that mattered.

She saw him in the doorway. He was frozen there as in a flash photograph, his key still in the lock, an expression of utter surprise on his face as he looked down at her. Held against his chest with one hand was a paper bag from a Wawa all-night convenience store, and as he started forward the bag fell and hit the floor behind him with a sound like breaking eggs.

She spoke his name, making hardly a sound. He dropped to one knee beside her as the rich smell of chocolate filled the room. He had a weakness for hot chocolate and fresh doughnuts at ungodly hours after midnight. Her joke with him had been that, since she’d finally given in to temptation and invited him to move into her apartment only a few weeks before, he’d all but worn out the sidewalk between there and the store.

He lifted up her head, and all that she could keep on trying to say was that she was sorry. “Come on,” he said, and got his arm underneath her and rolled her over and hoisted her up, and from there he carried her across to the big armchair.

“What happened?” he said when he’d set her down in it. “What did you do?” And as he said it, he took her face in both his hands. She could feel his fingers probing, behind her ears and on down the sides of her throat. He was checking her out, just like someone with first aid or medical training.

“I took all my tablets,” she confessed miserably. “I took them all.”

“Why?” he said. “Was it an accident? What were you doing?”

“I don’t know what I was doing.”

She’d known. Whatever she’d believed at the time, she knew that she’d really had it in mind for him to get back and to find her much sooner than this. She’d never done anything like it before. If she’d any idea that this was how it was going to feel, she wouldn’t even have flirted with the idea.

He was looking at her, and he was shaking his head, and his eyes were full of a kind of distant compassion.

Still holding her face in his hands, he said, “How long have you been feeling this way? Why didn’t you tell me?”

Frances said, “I didn’t know what to say to you.” Then she said, “Please. I don’t want to die. I need to get to a hospital.” And then she hesitated for a moment, because she felt a rising nausea and she was afraid that she was going to shame herself even further. But it abated, and she was able to go on. “I tried to call an ambulance. The phone’s not working.”

He said, “I know about the phone. We’ll get you to hospital. Don’t worry.” He brushed the damp hair back from her forehead and said, “Listen to me. You’re not going to die, all right? Not today, anyway. I’ve checked your pulse. You’ve got a heart like a horse. Whatever you took, you probably threw most of it up again.”

“I want an ambulance,” she moaned.

“We’re not going to wait for an ambulance,” he said, “I’m going to take you in the car.”

“Wipe my face first,” she said.

He smiled and he said, “That’s more like it. You’re going to be fine.”

So he laid her head back against the chair and made her comfortable, and then he disappeared. Frances took a deep breath, and sighed. It would be so easy to sleep, now. So easy, and so dangerous.

When he came back, it was with a damp washcloth. It was warm, and he used it to clean her down.

“You’re shivering,” he said, “I’ll bring something to cover you.”

This time, he seemed to take a while. But she drifted in and out of focus as she was waiting, so it would have been impossible for her to say for how long he was away. She was wishing that she could simply have stood up and told him what she needed to tell him. At least, that way, she might have kept some of her dignity.

When he came back with a tartan rug to put around her shoulders, she noticed that he’d changed his clothes.

“Come on,” he said, “it’s time to move.” And he lifted her forward to get the rug behind her shoulders. “Can you walk?”

“No.”

“All right,” he said, and then he slid one arm under her and the other around her, and lifted her off the seat.

“Put your arm around my neck,” he said. “Hold onto me.”

She clung to him as well as she could, and he navigated his way across the room and sideways through the door. They had to pass her bedroom on the way. She could see that he’d cleaned the room up and stripped the bed, and he’d re-made it with fresh sheets and a cover.

He’s a good boy, she thought. She felt guilty at the way she’d been treating him. It was only somewhere deep underneath that a trace of doubt, a thought not quite fully formed, stirred concerning the questionable wisdom of housekeeping in the face of a medical emergency.

“Just pull your feet in as we get around the corner,” he told her, “and then we’re going down the stairs.”

They descended. Hers was the second-floor apartment in a subdivided house. They didn’t head for the street, but for the back exit which would lead out to a set of parking garages across the alleyway behind the row. When they got there, the door was already unlocked and open and he was able to hook it with his heel to get them through. He must have come down and made everything ready as she’d been sliding in and out of consciousness in the chair. This was what had taken him so much time.

But why had he bothered to change the bed linen as well?

In the faint gleam thrown down from the windows of the buildings overlooking the alley, she could see that the door to her garage was already open. She was feeling sick and disoriented, the lurching of her progress down the stairs having disturbed her far more than the most nightmarish of fairground rides.

“I’m going to go back and get the rest of the stuff,” he said, as he raised her up higher and squeezed down the gap alongside the car. Frances experienced a hallucinogenic effect as the reflected lights of the night outside seemed to slide across the car’s highly polished paintwork, and it was with a sense of bliss, the greatest feeling of relief that she’d ever known in her life, that she welcomed the sensation of being laid down into stillness and shadows. She was lying awkwardly, but that didn’t seem to matter.

She became aware of him towering over her, a dark shape against shadow, framed as if in a window. “I won’t be very long,” he said. “I’ve just got to go back for the doughnuts. Everything’s going to be fine.”

And only belatedly did it begin to dawn on her that maybe it wasn’t, as he reached up and brought down the trunk lid and put her into darkness.
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