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For Kathy—who knows the words to the songs,

sees the dark in the full moon,

and listens to midnight no matter the tune


PROLOGUE

December: After

Dawn.

Silent.

The narrow country road had a wet, ebony sheen, giving it depth, like water under ice, unmoving and cold. It was worn, in small patches, to the graveled bed beneath, and was shouldered by a faintly orange mixture of earth, sand, and smooth round pebbles. Shallow drainage ditches flanked it, seeming higher than the road because of brittle brown weeds that rose above the surface like clusters of huddled old men waiting to be toppled.

On both sides was a state-preserved woodland—stunted cedars and homely scrub pines, bare-limbed oaks with thick rough boles gone gray as the weather, an occasional red maple, ghostly white birches solitary and in cages. The ground was littered in tan and sable, dead leaves and dead needles thoroughly sodden from two days’ rain, more mud than mulch and unruffled by the wind. Red-thorn thickets wound darkly through the gloom. Nests in high branches sat deserted and bedraggled.

The rising wind passed from a hissing to a keening, a transformation more a warning than a pause as the rain stopped and the puddles shivered and the temperature accelerated to a sharp, downward plunge.

By noon, icicle buds glinted from power lines and twigs. The road was sheathed. The cloud cover grew sharp edges that turned black and shifted.

A car, its copper-colored hood and white vinyl roof streaked with weeks of dust-turned-mud, the whitewalls scraped nearly to black, made its way down the road. The left taillight was shattered, exposing a tiny bulb.

The driver wore a tan overcoat a half size too large, giving added breadth to his shoulders, added weight to his chest. The buttons were undone, and beneath was a heavy rust sweater and a faded pair of jeans. His feet were snug in blunt-toed boots into which the jeans had been tucked, boots that rose blackly to the middle of his calves. His face was in shadow, but the green of his eyes paid no heed to the darkness.

Four miles from the nearest town he stopped, gripping the wheel tightly. Across the road was a barrier, sawhorses in orange and white stripes with amber reflecting glass strung along the top. A large sign in the center warned of a dead end. He sat for several minutes, listening to the car’s heater, watching the branches tremble against the wind pushing in from the sea six miles away. He wiped his palms over his chest. He glanced in the rearview mirror and felt suddenly, unpleasantly, wearily alone.

The thing to do, he thought, was to turn around and head back. He could tell the others he didn’t want to risk the law’s anger again. They wouldn’t believe him, but they’d listen and accept; they had permitted themselves no other choice, and were too frightened to argue.

He inhaled sharply and gnawed his lower lip.

Two months before, they had scattered. Less than two weeks ago they’d returned, one by one, finding Colin where they’d left him—in a motel room overlooking the Garden State Parkway. He’d greeted them somberly, his pleasure at seeing them tempered by the demons that had driven them away … that had lured them back. As he had been lured when he learned he could not run.

So they hugged and they kissed, and finally he decided he would have to go back. Just once. Just to see.

He’d driven into Flocks before and tried to rent a boat. But the excuses were the same: too late, too choppy, all the boats in dry dock. Sensible enough, but he hadn’t believed it. They’d looked at him—sideways, suspicious—and asked him about the reasons for his visit.

Then he had tried the police, but they informed him the road was closed, and no permits were being issued to wander the state land. Besides, they added, the island was unhealthy.

He avoided Flocks after that, using the back roads until he reached the forest. Once a day, every day. But this, he promised himself, was going to be the last time. Today he had decided there was no sense reliving a nightmare, once you were convinced it was only a bad dream. It had to be that way, or he’d drive himself insane.

His hand dropped to the door latch and lifted. The cold swept in, negating the heater’s work, and he climbed out quickly, his hands deep in his pockets until he reached the barrier and shifted the near section to give the car room. Once on the other side, he reset the roadblock and began driving again.

The road changed, covered now with wet leaves grown crisp from the cold, sounding like thin broken glass when the tires passed over them, whispering like sighs. The stones, pebbles, and ribbons of mud reminded him oddly of aerial maps of rivers.

The car didn’t move much faster than a walk.

He coughed, and realized it was much too quiet. He switched on the radio to a Philadelphia station, and grimaced at the tinny music that broke from the speakers—an upbeat version of an English Christmas carol, though the holiday itself was already four days in its grave.

The trees no longer closed to form a close horizon. They had parted like gates at some unheard command, and the slate of the clouds merged with the ocean.

For the second time he stopped and cut the ignition. The engine sputtered, raced, sputtered again and died. He shuddered at a surge of bile in his stomach, swallowed hard and closed his eyes tightly until the burning passed. A sniff, and he cleared his throat. A cough as he told himself to stop his damned stalling. Then he reached for the scuffed tan binoculars’ case on the seat beside him and looped the strap over his shoulder.

The key case he left on the dashboard.

He could think of nothing else to do.

He stepped into the cold.

The wind slapped at him in desultory gusts, making him squint and hunch his shoulders, driving the pale brown hair away from his widow’s peak. He checked the road behind him to be sure he hadn’t been followed, then fastened the coat’s top button and pulled up the high collar. With a nervous reassuring pat to the car’s copper fender he walked toward the sea to the beat of his footsteps, the race of his heart.

And now that he had arrived, all nervousness ended. There was left only a compelling curiosity—bird for a snake—and the first realization that finally there was hope.

He walked slowly, capturing the scent of the sea air’s bite, thinking how much he had once loved it and had pitied the poor inlanders because they never knew it except when the wind shifted strongly. A scent. And more. A promise. Of space, of power, of adventure, of dreams. A peaceable confrontation between the wistful and unconquered.

As he walked, the sea spoke to him in a language no man has ever understood well enough to set into words.

He felt almost joyful, almost serene.

And finally the road ended its uncurving drive, sliding into a gentle slope that dropped below the level of the forest floor. At the bottom was a wide apron of tire-crushed gravel, out of which extended an equally wide pier anchored in place by fat concrete pilings. To the left was a small shed, its door canted open on one rusted hinge, the windows on either side smashed inward and gaping. A dead gull lay muddied on a curl of roping. A pair of oars was propped against the leeward wall, fan tips jammed under the tin-roof eaves. A sign had been bolted to what looked like a harpoon half buried in the ground. In pale blue lettering was a single word: Ferry. There was no price mentioned; Colin knew it was one dollar.

He stood calmly at the top of the slope, pulling on leather-palmed, black woolen gloves. He did not look at the dock yet or at the water, much darker than the sky lowering above it. The waves, because of the bottom’s configuration and the obstacles farther out, were low and unbroken save for occasional whitecaps raised by the wind. It was more a bay here than an ocean, a masque for the horizon. When he was ready, he looked steadily across the two miles of open water.

To the island.

To Haven’s End.

Then he fumbled with the clasp of the binoculars’ case, pulled out the instrument, and with a deep breath heedless of the damp and knifing cold, placed it to his eyes.

Focusing each lens in turn, he saw trees virtually the same as those at his back, a narrow break for the road at the other end of the ferry line, and the trees once again, thicker and shadowed as they climbed the sloping island to the cliffs at the southern tip. A quick scan from one end of the four-mile island to the other and he lowered his arms. Nodded once to himself. Looked up to the sky and decided there were three hours of decent daylight remaining for his vigil. In a move more characteristic than the lines on his face, he tucked his chin toward his neck and considered: three hours, perhaps less. It would be sufficient. Since the day before Christmas it had always been sufficient. And each time he returned, he was slightly more confident, slightly more calmed. Tonight he would signal his gathering strength by turning off the light and sleeping in the dark. The dreams might not vanish, but they would be fought, not just endured.

Three short hours … across two miles of water.

He lifted the binoculars back to his eyes and began the slow searching.

Suddenly he caught his breath, blinked, and staggered backward several paces. He nearly bolted for the car before realizing that the movement he had seen had not been on the island, the racing streak had not been someone running.

It was snowing.

Snowing: large, wet, spiraling flakes.

Marvelous, he thought with a self-mocking laugh. The Great White Hunter has to squat in a snowstorm.

From his right-hand pocket he yanked a gaudy yellow wool cap to pull down over his ears, over his forehead to his eyebrows.

Slowly, testing the road for snares of unseen ice, he moved down the slope to the landing dock, and sat on an overturned nail keg he’d taken from the shed when the watching had first begun. The water slapped at the pilings. Freakishly, the wind soared over his head, barely touching him. He patted a hand across his chest to be sure his cigarettes were there, drew back his feet to grip the keg’s sides, and made his first check: a glance at the water beyond the edge of the dock, to the thin poles that rose there above the agitated surface, outlining a rectangle. There were eight, and the rope threaded through the iron eyes at the top of each, binding them together, was thick with new ice. He strained, and thought he could see the remains of the ferry now settled at the bottom. Charred and splintered and crumbling in the sand.

He nodded, pleased.

Then, with a sigh, he lifted the binoculars again.

Watching.

for the blood

For shapes in the water, for shapes on land.

for the blood

He was certain there were none.

for all that goddamned blood

But he had to be sure.

 

 


PART ONE

October: Thursday


ONE

The seashell hummed low over the beach. Indistinguishable from its shadow it blurred through the amber-cast air before lifting abruptly into a graceful sweeping arc. Like a glittering pearl shield it seemed to pause over the jumbled ramparts of a sprawling sand castle, then flipped, fell, and landed on its back. Spinning. Slowing only when nudged by a fan of winking foam.

“Wow!” said Matt Fletcher softly, his large eyes blinking rapidly in disbelief. “Wow, how’d you do that, Mr. Ross?”

Colin held up his right hand, turned it over, turned it back. The hell with physics, he thought; that throw was pure magic.

“C’mon, Mr. Ross, how’d you do it? It’s a trick, right? Can you show me? Can you show me how to do it?”

Colin glanced at the young boy beside him, at the elaborate castle, at the shell now corralled by an incoming wave. He raised a thin eyebrow in a parody of nonchalance. “Well, it’s all in the wrist, actually. And in eyeballing the fine line of the intended trajectory, testing the prevailing winds, watching your—”

Matt giggled into a palm.

“Mr. Fletcher, I detect doubt in your attitude.”

“You were lucky,” the boy accused.

Colin shrugged again. “So there’s a law against lucky?”

“My mother says luck ain’t nothing but dumb skill.”

“Even assuming you knew what she meant, don’t say ain’t.”

Matt sighed loudly in melodramatic exasperation and shoved a hand slowly through his tangled black hair. “There’s no school today,” he muttered. “Besides, you teach art, not English.”

Colin grunted a quick laugh and jammed his hands into the pockets of his hooded blue windbreaker. The inescapable and definitely refutable logic of a kid out of school, he thought, and no safe way out except to ignore it.

“Luck,” the boy repeated as he sidled away. “It was luck, that’s all.” He grinned mischievously, ready to run.

The laugh broke this time, and Colin shook his head in confession. “I could never do that again in a zillion years.”

They stood a dozen yards from the castle, the only interruption along the dark wet apron of the two-mile beach. In swim trunks and sneakers, light jackets and dried sand, they listened as the tide prepared to turn over. The breeze off the diamond-backed water was cool, but they gave it no credence. It was Indian summer and the sky was nearly cobalt, the beach close to bronze, the few gulls overhead like lazy kites above a park. Soft air, softer light, while at the tips of the dark, slick jetties that flanked the public beach—and quartered it as well—the sea spray fanned wider, lasted longer, flared through with gold as the ocean found its thunder.

It was time to leave, but Colin shifted only slightly, his green eyes squinting comfortably, broad shoulders at ease. His thinning brown hair, still streaked by summer’s sun, was just long enough to curl inward at the edges, and stirred as the breeze moved to brush across his cheek. His forehead was high, his nose a measure too large, and his chin not quite squared at the end of a lean jaw. He pulled thoughtfully for a moment at the side of his neck, turned his wrist just far enough to see the face of his watch.

Damn; it had already been a long day, and it would probably get longer. He wished with passing guilt he could stay until tomorrow.

He’d come to the beach shortly after lunch, hoping for solitude and finding instead a half dozen boys working on the castle. As soon as he’d stepped from the woodland separating shore from town he was spotted, and the ensuing invitation to join them was boisterous and laughing. It felt wonderful. Their teacher in school, yet no ogre to be avoided after the last bell had rung. And the two hours had fled in less than an eye-blink before the others had wandered off in search of adventure, leaving him behind to share the castle’s finishing touches with Matt, and test all the snacks Peg Fletcher had prepared for the occasion.

He glanced at the small wicker hamper, and his stomach instantly contracted. A beautiful woman Matt’s mother was, but cooking was something she should leave to the elves. And if he wasn’t going to embarrass himself at the funeral tonight, he’d best stop at the Inn for a giant sandwich or two.

“We gonna leave it?” Matt asked. He was towheaded and thin, with skin a natural shade darker than most of the others on the island. With a shirt on he looked frail, but without it one could see the young muscles filling into cords. “Maybe I’ll build a wall in front. You know, to keep the waves off?” He hugged himself and zipped his jacket halfway closed.

“Better yet,” Colin said, “you ought to head on home. Your mother’ll have a cat fit if you miss supper tonight.”

Matt kicked at the sand. “Oh, she won’t care.” He looked up defiantly. “I’ll be ten at Christmas, y’know. I can take care of myself.”

Colin coughed and looked to the sky. “I’m sure you can, pal, but you know mothers.”

“I said she wouldn’t care.”

“Really? Are we talking about the same woman here?”

“Sure we are.”

“You mean the woman who runs that tacky little drug store on Neptune Avenue? The woman who says I draw like John Nagy? The—”

“Who’s John Nagy?”

“Never mind. You’re too young.” He turned the boy back toward the hamper with a slap to his buttocks. “And the very same woman who single-handedly, as it were, arm wrestled Ed Raines at the Inn and beat him three falls out of four? That woman?” His voice rose as he walked. “Are we talking about the lady who condescends to feed starving teachers now and then? The woman who—”

“What does condescend mean?”

Colin put his hands on his hips. “Matthew, will you please stop changing the subject?”

“Well, jeez, I just wanted to know. Mom’s always telling me to ask if I want to know something. So I’m asking.” He scowled and shoved his fingers under his waistband. “Gee. Nuts. Goddamn.”

“Matthew,” he cautioned, “watch your mouth. I’ve seen your mother turn into a raving, bananas monster when she hears you talk like that.”

Matt looked up at him, wide-eyed and innocent. “Mr. Ross, are we talking about the same woman here?”

At irregular intervals through the woods, narrow, gray-planked boardwalks had been laid to guide swimmers to the beach. After snatching up the hamper, Matt jumped to the nearest pathway and began walking briskly, almost marching, whistling at the birds hidden high in the thick autumn foliage. Colin trailed more slowly, taking an extra-deep breath every few paces to see if he could capture a scent of the pastel air—the lazy slants of sunlight touched through with bronze and gold, the shadows more crimson than black, the underbrush still clinging to blotches of stubborn green. For the few minutes the walk would last he could easily still be back in New England, yet the muted grumbling of the surf behind him never let him forget he was riding the ocean on the back of a rock.

A flash of red on the ground.

He swerved toward it, stepping off the boardwalk to the base of a stunted pine. He took a deep breath, then expelled it with a soft grunt as he kicked loose dirt and leaves over what he had seen. When he returned to the boardwalk, Matt was staring with a frown. “A beer can,” he said, waving the boy on.

Matt was clearly doubtful, but he made no move to argue. Colin shoved his hands into his pockets to ward off a chill.

He had found a gull, wings and legs torn from their sockets, feathers matted with grime and dried blood, its head eyeless and crawling with busy ants and silent flies. He had found two others like it over the past week, all in the woodland facing the ocean. Still more, a dozen in all, had been discovered on other parts of the island. Street-corner conversation laid the blame on dogs; night whispers said it had to be Gran D’Grou.

Colin had no answers of his own. If it had been dogs, the mutilations were all the more vicious because none of the birds had been even partially eaten. And he didn’t believe a dead man would return to stalk the island just to wring the necks of a few raucous birds.

“You going to the funeral?” Matt asked without looking back.

He shuddered once to banish the gull’s image. “Yup.”

“We’re not,” Matt said as if he regretted it and at the same time wasn’t sure it was safe to be relieved.

“I know.”

Matt shrugged, and tilted his head. “Mrs. Wooster is with her sister in Philadelphia. She’s sick or something. She won’t be back until Tuesday. She’s not really my babysitter, y’know. She’s the housekeeper. I’m too big for a babysitter.”

“Right,” Colin said quickly, laughing silently without showing a smile.

“Mrs. Wooster,” the boy said a shade louder, “she thinks it’s silly anyway. She says people oughta be buried in the ground, not in the water.”

“She isn’t island, Matt. She thinks we’re strange. She eats pits. Peach pits and plum pits and orange pits.” He giggled. “That’s weirder than burying people in the water.”

Colin admitted the boy might be right, though it was easy to understand the housekeeper’s attitude. There were no provisions for the dead on Haven’s End. The nearest town was ten miles inland and had the only cemetery within easy driving distance. None of the island locals bothered to use it. They had lived here for too long, for too many generations, and those who’d first settled here during the Revolution had chosen the Atlantic to be their graveyard. It was illegal, but even those who’d left for the rumored excitement of the mainland were able to find a certain indefinable comfort in the slow trail of boats that would slip through the twilight, form a tight ring from bow to stern, raise high the torches, and break into a deep-throated jubilant hymn as the enshrouded corpse was eased into the current. There were rumors, of course, among the busybodies who sat in the park in Flocks: that the island’s inhabitants were obviously immortal since none of them seemed to take sick and die; that rites of foul cannibalism and satanism were performed during the hours of the darkest full moon; that vampirism flourished; that they were nothing more than a colony of ghouls.

Haven’s End didn’t care. The balm for its grief was stronger than gossip.

Matt paused to shift the hamper from right hand to left, and hitched mightily at his trunks to keep them high on his hips. Then he looked up into the trees, off to one side, a quick check to be sure Colin was still there.

“Pits. Ugh.”

Colin smiled.

“Did … did you know Gran D’Grou?”

“Sure did. He was one of the first people I met when I came here.” A short laugh for the memory. “He said I didn’t draw so hot but I had good hands.”

“Did you like him?”

He frowned and pulled thoughtfully at a vagrant curl tucked around the back of his left ear. Gran was a black pipe cleaner twisted into the vague shape of a man, with an afterthought lump of black clay for a head—eyes gouged, mouth gouged, cheeks thumbed in, and a surprisingly aquiline nose. Only the old man’s hands seemed carefully planned, long-fingered and dexterous, more expressive than his eyes. When he spoke, he whispered as if from the back of a sea cave, and when he wasn’t working at the family luncheonette, when he wasn’t doing his carving on the bench out front and laughing with the children, he was walking the cliffs and the woods with dark rum snug around him.

But had Colin liked him?

Gran, as more than one person had been eager to tell him, had arrived penniless and frightened from the West Indies with his infant daughter, saying little except to let them all know he was determined to take advantage of what he called America’s vast pot of gold. He wasted no time establishing the luncheonette. He charmed the ladies with his French-Caribbean accent, and fascinated the men with stories of the islands he had visited as a young man. In time, his daughter found a husband who had no objection to taking Gran’s name; in time, there was a granddaughter who worshipped the old man and became his constant shadow.

And in time Gran knew he would never be rich.

Why he had believed money would fall into his hands no one knew; why he refused to visit the mainland was a mystery as well. But he did, and he did, and eventually he turned to drinking, to the children, and to his carving.

In time his younger self was totally forgotten.

It was thought that Warren Harcourt had tried to get Gran to bring back his dead wife, that it was Gran who had murdered a beachcomber eight years ago as a sacrifice to his gods. A lot of things were thought about the shriveled old man, but in the full light of the sun Colin knew most people felt foolish about these ideas.

“Well?” Matt said.

He blinked and scratched at his chest. “I guess so. He was a hard man to know.”

“Well, I think he was spooky.” Matt sniffed and wiped a hasty sleeve under his nose. “Y’know, just before he got sick like that he used to stand outside the school and watch the kids come out.”

Colin frowned. “He did?”

“Sure! I thought sometimes he wanted to take me to his shack on the beach and cook me or something.” He shuddered and scratched his head. “Y’know, he told me last summer I was his favorite because I never laughed at him.” A pause for confession. “I never laughed at him because I thought he was spooky and would cook me or something. I mean, he was okay and we had a good time, but he got spooky, y’know? Like those statues he made.”

Nearly every family on the island had at least one of Gran’s carvings, the school a large collection, and Colin a half dozen. They were fashioned from driftwood and fallen boughs, graceful and disturbing renditions of what Gran called his island dreams. From the Caribbean, not Haven’s End. But that’s all he would ever say. Several times over the years, Colin had attempted to discover if the carvings represented gods or real people, and the old man told him they were only notions, nothing more.

One day he had shown up at the studio behind Colin’s cottage, boldly walking in as if on standing invitation, placing something he called The Screaming Woman on the workbench. Colin had been finishing an oil of the fishing fleet as it struggled back to the marina—a difficult piece because the only heroism or romance he wanted was in the faces of the men working the nets. He’d not relished the intrusion, but Gran had never cared; when he was sober he moved about the small island as if it belonged to him, and the people—year-round or seasonal—his loyal, loving subjects. Most called him good-natured because of his time spent with the children, and blithely excused the sometimes haughty attitude he displayed. But Colin and a few others detected behind the crooked, yellow-toothed smile a rippling of disdain whenever he laughed with anyone other than the kids. A suspicion never proved, however, and for that all the more disturbing.

He had examined the offering impatiently (feeling guilty for the impatience), and when he complained that he didn’t really much care for wood sculptures of obscure monsters, the old man’s hands had almost curved into fists, straightened as he took a deep breath and touched the smooth wood with the tip of one finger.

“See?” Gran had said, eyes squinting, head bobbing. “This not be snake here, it is tail. She is sea woman. Eye cut out? No, no, Colin, it is shadow. You put a light here, the eye come back. You want a big monster, you stick it in the closet; you want a beautiful woman, put it on the television.” A laugh like a crackle. “Jesus damn, Colin, you got no imagination.”

Colin had apologized, Gran had accepted with a shaking of hands, and left as he always did—without bothering to look at or comment on Colin’s latest work.

“Mr. Ross?”

He waited.

“When Gran’s gone, do you think Lilla will stop her singing?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I would imagine so.”

“She didn’t used to be that way, y’know. She was really neat. She used to give me extra scoops on my cones and stuff. She called me Little Matt, but that was okay because she was fun. But she really got spooky, y’know? Just like Gran.”

Colin felt he should say something in Lilla’s defense, but the boy was right. When her grandfather fell ill at summer’s end, Lilla had begun a withdrawal so gradual no one had noticed until it was too late to reach her. Her eyes dulled, her tongue fell silent, she moved very much as if she were walking in her sleep. Yet there were occasional days when the old Lilla was back without warning—laughing, smiling, walking down the street with the verve of an eighteen-year-old out to conquer the world.

The old Lilla, as she crept into adolescence, took Peg as a friend, since her own mother was reluctant to talk of things beyond the store. Peg loved her as a daughter, tried to show her what she could, and teach her the difference between listening to an adult and experiencing things herself.

And when she was sixteen she latched onto Colin. He knew it was a crush because Peg laughingly told him so, knew he had to be careful because Lilla wanted to know the man’s side of men. She would find him walking on the beach, join him, ask him how to deal with the boys she thought were flirting. When he told her to ask Peg, she only laughed and grabbed his hand, dropped it with a giggle and made him feel like blushing.

Despite the potential problem, however, he was taken by her energy, her wit, by the way she took each day as if it were created just for her. So he walked with her, and talked, and when Gran began souring, Colin comforted her whenever Peg could not.

Like the day on the beach when she wept because Gran had started ranting about the whites, how they conspired to steal his work and cheat him of his money. He was old, Colin told her, and the dreams he’d brought with him simply hadn’t happened, and when she wept ever harder he slipped an arm around her shoulder and held her. For ten minutes they stood there, until Peg stepped out from among the trees and saw them, and left.

Lilla, lovely, and bright, and little different from any other child who faced growing up.

But then she was … gone.

And now the nights were filled with the sound of her singing: words no one could catch, words almost like chanting, all over the island as she followed the shoreline. Each night. Every night. As though erecting a barrier against death with her singing.

Grieving before the dying was the excuse people gave her, and the excuse they gave themselves for wishing Gran quickly buried. With him at last under the water, Lilla once again would be the young woman they loved.

Suddenly, Matt dropped the hamper and began rummaging through it furiously. “Nuts, the shovel! Aw, Mom’s gonna kill me if I forget it again.”

The plea was almost comical in the puppylike look the boy gave him, and Colin granted him a knowing lift of his eyebrow. “All right, you wait right here. I’ll be back in a minute.”

“You sure it’s okay?”

“I’m sure,” he said, with a surge of affection that startled him to blinking. “Yeah, it’s okay. I won’t be long.”

He trotted along the boardwalk until he reached the beach, muttering an abrupt oath under his breath when he saw a man by the castle, hands clasped before him as if he were praying. He was tall and heavyset, most of his weight settled in a paunch; he was clean-shaven, with a classic lantern jaw and leonine sweep of white hair, and his eyes were so bloodshot they seemed almost red. He wore a charcoal-gray suit, matching light topcoat and felt hat, and in one hand he held a pair of gleaming black shoes.

“A magnificent edifice here, Colin,” he said in a slightly quavering voice.

Colin circled the castle and its moat, frowning until he remembered Matt’s threat to bury the shovel in the walls. He knelt with a weary sigh, averting his face when he smelled the lawyer’s stale, liquored breath.

“A palace, yes?” said Warren Harcourt.

“A castle, as a matter of fact.” His hands plunged.

“Ah. Yes, A castle.”

Damn, he thought; where the hell is it? “Some of my students did it. Half day today. I sort of helped out. You know how it is.”

“Indeed.” Harcourt swiveled ponderously to face south, toward the faint line, of the last jetty and the private beach that lay beyond, stretching to the cliffs. “I imagine you’ll be at the funeral this evening.” A languid, dismissing wave; no need to reply. “I have not been invited. I was not Gran’s attorney of record, of course, but I did do some small work for the child’s parents before they passed on. He, the old man, never wanted me. There was one, small matter”—a careful belch—“but I didn’t go through with it, actually.” He frowned nervously. “I don’t think Lilla likes me very much.”

Colin stifled an obscenity when his palm caught the blade’s jagged edge. He yanked the toy shovel free, noting as he did that the man wore no socks.

“Never did like me,” the lawyer repeated, and he placed a manicured hand at his waist to cushion another belch. Then he pulled a scarlet handkerchief from his jacket pocket and blew his nose loudly. A deft flick of his wrist and the handkerchief was gone. An eyebrow arched. “I note that you and Peg Fletcher are seeing quite a lot of each other lately. A stunning woman. Stunning and smart.”

Colin couldn’t help a smile. “Now how the hell do you know that, Warren?”

“I perambulate, Colin, I perambulate.” A palm smoothed his waistcoat meticulously. “I may be a drunk, but I’m not blind. Ah, the stories I could tell you.…”

Colin believed it. Harcourt was everywhere, but no one thought him a snoop. Four years ago he and his estranged wife were returning from a mainland party. Both had been drinking, though neither was completely drunk. According to Warren, there was an argument, and his eyes left the road. Too late he discovered his car plunging down the ramp toward the ferry’s dock—and the ferry was on the other side. Harcourt survived; his wife did not. And he had confessed one evening when he was very nearly sober that it wasn’t guilt at her dying that kept liquor his company; it was guilt that he didn’t miss her as much as he thought he should.

So he drank, and wandered, and once a year told Colin he could bring the woman back if only he had the nerve.

A gull shrieked, and Harcourt looked up, startled. “Damned things. Damned … things.” Suddenly he seemed deflated. “Lilla is an odd child, actually,” he said, sniffing, hiccupping. “Not like she used to be, not at all. I do like her singing, though. I gather it’s grated on some people’s nerves, but I rather like it.” He turned his head, his eyes hidden by the hat’s sagging brim. “If you should find an opportunity at the ceremonies, please tell her I enjoy her singing.”

Colin could think of nothing else to do but nod; Warren was gone, the drunk had returned. Then: “Hey, look, I got poor Matt waiting for me back there. See you around, okay? Take care.”

He trotted off without waiting for a response, stopping only once, at the foot of the boardwalk. The lawyer was already strolling down the beach, oblivious to the waves soaking his trousers. At one point he turned, held his shoes close to his eyes and stared at them. He shrugged vaguely before lowering them and moved on, topcoat flapping about his shins, hat trembling in the sea breeze riding in with the tide.

Colin shook his head slowly with a faint, sad smile, then remembered the mutilated gull, and spun around and raced back to Matt.

They came out of the trees onto a small blacktop parking lot sandwiched between the extended log cabin of the Anchor Inn and a battered deserted cottage. Matt headed directly for the street; Colin, however, slowed as he was struck by an unbidden memory of his first visit to Haven’s End:

Had he arrived by air he knew he would have seen a heavily forested island four miles long and slightly less than half that wide, rocks and trees on the west and north shores, beautiful sand on the east, a clearing just off center where the town had been settled.

But he had driven, and came out of the mainland woods to the Sterling Brothers Ferry, a pair of huge, high-floating boats like ungainly rafts that carried eight to ten cars and as many passengers as could be squeezed between them. No overhead canopy, a tiny shingled cabin jutting out amidships. The surprisingly smooth ride across the two miles of deep, choppy water to the terminus at Bridge Road, the slow drive for three-quarters of a mile before the trees fell away on the left for the Sunset Motel. Another quarter mile and suddenly there were side streets, four of them until Bridge Road met the T-intersection with Neptune Avenue.

He remembered grinning his relief at the sight of the town: clapboards and cedar shakes, Colonials and Federals, all riding high on thick brown pilings or five-foot foundations designed to provide passage for the sea whenever it rose above the tide and tried to sweep the island clean. Thriving lawns and lovely trees. The trees. Save for the town and the beaches, the entire island was tree covered, right up to the point where the cave-pocked southshore cliffs heaved out of the sea.

The sea.

Wherever he turned, the mark of the sea. Air salt-sharp and softly damp, the ground round-pebbled and sandy; the fishermen who made the island famous and kept it from starving when the tourist trade faltered; the motifs of the motels, the Anchor Inn, the Clipper Run; the ghosts of smugglers and gunrunners who’d used it during the previous century; the whispers of pirates who might have used it before; the occasional gold coin, a rusted cannon, a hint of bones found in a cave … and the ocean itself, its voice louder at night when a lullaby was needed, muted in daylight when there was living to be done. There was power in that gentle land, power that reminded when the winter storms screamed, cutting off the ferry and eroding the beaches. A power, he thought, that kept the people strong. They fed off it, lived off it, never forgot what it warned might happen if they ever grew careless.

It was perfect. Exactly what he had in mind while he tried to figure out why he could talk well to kids like Matthew and not to adults like Pegeen.

He inhaled deeply, and saw Matt staring at him from the curb. “Something the matter, kid?”

“You all right?”

“Fine. Just fine.”

He glanced at the Anchor Inn and decided he’d rather eat at home, caught up with Matt, and they crossed the street together. On the corner was the small, fieldstone police station, behind it on the next corner the hedge-enclosed parking lot of Robert Cameron’s Clipper Run restaurant. Several cars were parked near the entrance; diners from the mainland, he guessed as he and the boy continued walking west. Most of the islanders wouldn’t be eating until after the funeral.

From one of the yards farther down the street came a sudden gust of laughter; boys playing baseball, he thought, or a fast game of soccer. That Matt wasn’t with them wasn’t surprising. He preferred studying history or the way colors worked than studying how to steal second base from a fast pitcher. It set him apart, but the boy didn’t seem to mind.

“Mr. Ross?”

He sighed loudly. “Good Lord, Matt, don’t you ever stop asking questions?”

“But my mother—”

“I know, I know. Your mother says you have to ask if you want to learn anything.”

Matt squinted up at him. “How’d you know that?”

“It’s a great secret you learn when you get to be grown up.”

Matt considered that for a moment while he kicked at a stone and toed it into the gutter. Then he gestured with his free hand back toward the restaurant. “You think you’re gonna win the election?”

“You going to vote for me?”

“I’m too young.”

“Well, I’ll just have to win anyway. It’ll be close without your vote, though. Mighty close.”

“My mother says she’s gonna vote for you. She says she doesn’t want to see Mr. Cameron running things and putting in all the gambling and stuff. She says it isn’t fitting … whatever that means.” Almost a half block in silence before he spoke again. “If they build those hotels and things like Mr. Cameron wants, they’ll cut down all the trees, right?”

“That’s right.”

“Then the squirrels won’t have any place to live!”

“Right again.”

The boy shook his head. “That isn’t fair, Mr. Ross.”

“Nope, it sure isn’t.”

“I wish I could vote for you,” he said softly.

Colin placed a hand gently on his shoulder and looked up just as they reached Atlantic Terrace, the town’s last cross-street. Three houses down—a small, white, clapboard saltbox—a woman stood on the high narrow porch. She waved, and Colin waved back.

“Hey,” Matt said, “you coming to dinner? Mom says she’d like it if you came to dinner.”

Colin looked again, and reluctantly backed off. “Can’t, pal. I have to get ready for Gran’s funeral. I promised Lilla I’d be there. Maybe I’ll see you when it’s over.”

Matt dashed away immediately, hair whipping at his shoulders, the hamper slamming into his leg to give him a curiously lopsided gait. Colin watched with a faint smile until he reached the front yard, then waved at Peg and hurried to his right across Bridge Road. There was no pavement here as the trees closed in and the road aimed straight for the ferry, so he walked on the verge for nearly a hundred yards before cutting into a stand of pine. The underbrush had been cleared away, giving him a clear walk, and a clear view, to his gray-stone cottage and the small studio behind.

He had no neighbors except for the Sunset Motel two hundred yards farther west, and if it hadn’t been for the cars sweeping past on occasion he could easily have been living in the middle of a forest. That was precisely the way he wanted it.

The telephone was ringing as he came through the front door, but just as he reached it the caller gave up. He scowled at the mute receiver, replaced it, and stripped off his windbreaker. A groan as he stretched him arms high over his head, another as he dropped onto the sofa and crossed his legs at the ankles.

“Hello, place,” he said, a greeting repeated since the first time he’d walked through the front door and had grinned.

The room he was in was just twenty feet long, the width of the cottage. The walls were pine-paneled and covered with bookcases and framed prints, the pegged floor bare except for a few braided throws, the furniture overstuffed and unmatching—as long as it was comfortable he didn’t much care about period or style. Nor did he care that the rooms behind this one were only a modernized kitchen, a gray-tiled bath, and a bedroom just large enough for a chest of drawers and his bed. For some it would be claustrophobic; for him it was no bigger or smaller than it absolutely had to be.

His eyes closed, his fingers laced together and he stretched again, palms pushing outward. He grunted, opened his eyes and found himself staring at the thin scars on his wrists.

I don’t get it, Peg had said to him just the summer before; how can you think about it and not get … I don’t know, chills.

It was a long time ago, he’d answered. It happened to a different man.

“Sure,” he whispered to the empty room. “Sure it did. And next year it’ll snow on the Fourth of July.”

He grimaced at the show of bitterness no one saw but himself.

At twenty-one he had married his hometown Maine sweetheart because that was the way life was supposed to be: a college degree, a job teaching art, and a wife to begin a family. But three years later he’d had it with teaching, had decided perhaps it wasn’t too farfetched to think about making it on his own as an artist. And why not? He was confident in his talent and his willingness to continue learning, was filled with his vision of what art should be, and ready to take on the toughest critics in the world. His wife was nervous, but supportive because his dream-talk was so vivid. A year later she was nervous and carping because the talk was the same. The year after that she refused to listen and was gone.

He left his hometown, moved down into Massachusetts, rented a loft and worked even harder. There were sales, small ones, but more than enough to keep luring him on. A gallery showing in Boston was followed by one in Chicago. He permitted himself no close friends to distract him from his painting, and the women he sometimes found all finally complained of the same thing—he was cold, he was uncaring, all he should have given them he gave to his canvas.

They were right, but change was too hard, there was work to be done. The one thing he wanted was reasonable success, and definitely before he was too old to enjoy it; basking in fame during his dotage was not his idea of living.

Four years after leaving Maine, he married a woman who was just making it as a novelist. She said she understood him, and he believed it; she said she loved him, and he believed it. His work took on color, his days took on sunlight, and two years after his first New York showing, her heart twisted and stopped, and he never felt more alone in his life.

He despaired, moped, took long walks in the rain; he stared at his paints and could see nothing but black; he stood in front of the bathroom mirror and hacked at his wrists. But when he saw the blood running and felt the pain burning, instead of panicking he grew angry. Angry at himself for not having the maturity to deal with himself as well as other people, and at the world for not handing him people who really knew.

He bound himself, and thought he was healed. He had sworn off women until he met Peg Fletcher.

Peg Fletcher, who said she understood, and he wanted to believe it; Peg Fletcher, who refused to allow him self-pity, and he wanted to prove he didn’t need it anymore.

He stared again at the scars and stuck his tongue out at them and broke into laughter that had his side almost aching.

The telephone rang.

He shook himself vigorously, reached to the cobbler’s bench he used as a coffee table and snatched up the receiver. The first word on the other end told him it was Bob Cameron, owner of the Clipper Run and the incumbent president of the island’s Board of Governors. Colin was running against him in next month’s election.

Cameron also made no bones about being in love with Peg as well.

“Colin, how’s it going?”

He propped his feet on the bench’s high end and stared at the curtained window to the left of the door. “I’m not rich yet, if that’s what you’re asking.”

Cameron laughed, a series of seal-like barks that never failed to sandpaper his nerves.

“Or maybe,” he said, “you want me to make a speech at the bash on Saturday. You know, give the folks a little excitement in case the party gets too dull.”

The laughter again, though this time he sensed strain and immediately stretched an arm over his head, fist toward the ceiling, a silent celebration for scoring a point.

“Hey, you’re welcome to come, you know that,” Cameron said once he had sobered. “The party’s open even to the opposition. Besides, it isn’t a political thing anyway, for crying out loud. It’s a celebration for shucking the tourists.”

Colin nodded to himself. Sure, and I just know you have some swampland in Georgia you’re eager for me to see.

“But that’s not why I called,” Cameron continued when he heard no response. “I, uh, I was wondering if you had plans for after the funeral tonight.”

“Why?” Colin asked warily.

“Well, it’s like this—I got a couple of friends over today from Trenton, and I think you ought to meet them. They might change your mind about the casinos and what they’ll do for the island.”

“What they’ll do is ruin it,” he said flatly.

“So you say.”

“So I say, so the Chief of Police says, so says half the island, if not more.”

“You’re making this awfully hard on yourself, Col. And it isn’t doing the island any good, either.”

He sat up, his left hand a fist on his thigh, his right strangling the receiver. “Don’t,” he said quietly. “Don’t you dare blame me for what’s happening here, Bob. I’m not the one who’s promising pie-in-the-sky riches if the casinos come in. I’m not the one promising bigger houses and bigger cars and fancier clothes and all that other nonsense.”

“Colin,” the man said, his voice straining to hold back anger, “all I want is what’s best for Haven’s End.”

“Jesus,” he said in disgust. “Jesus H. Christ, Bob, this is me you’re talking to, not some goddamned fisherman who can barely make ends meet.”

“My friends from the mainland—”

“Yeah,” he interrupted, “I know all about your so-called friends.”

The year before Colin moved south, Peg’s husband, Jim, had decided to investigate Cameron’s somewhat dubious mainland connections. For months he had worked alone, and for months had held his silence, but it was inevitable that word of his preliminary findings would finally leak to the grapevine. Cameron grew increasingly defensive, the islanders increasingly hostile, and late in April Fletcher’s car had blown up while waiting for the ferry on the island-side platform. Jim had been in it. Five and a half years later there were still no arrests.

Cameron had instantly disclaimed responsibility, his rapid backpedaling so skillful that people believed he’d only gotten in over his head. Nevertheless, when he tried once again to bring in the casinos, to make the small sheltered island a refuge for the high rollers discouraged from visiting Atlantic City to the north, Colin didn’t trust him, didn’t like him, and in a brief moment of weakness agreed to oppose him for the Board of Governors’ top position.

“Listen, Ross,” Cameron said, civility abandoned, “you’ve no call bringing up stuff that’s dead and buried.”

“Poor choice of words, Bob,” he said lightly.

“Faggot painter,” Cameron snapped. “I’m giving you a chance to get the truth, and all you can do is throw mud. And if you think I’m going to stand by and watch this island go to hell in a handbasket because some goddamned jackass who wasn’t even born here thinks he knows better than me what’s good for this place, you’ve got another think coming.”

“Bob, you really are a shit, you know that?”

“Ross, I’m warning you …”

He had had enough. “Warn me all you want, Bob,” he said, “but if you so much as look cross-eyed at me between now and the election, I’ll knock your fucking teeth in.”

“Peg,” the man said righteously, “doesn’t approve of violence.”

“And you leave her out of this!”

He slammed the receiver onto its cradle and glared at his fists. He knew there were still a few who would never think of him as being really “island”; but there were also enough who had sufficient faith in his judgment—and in the future of Haven’s End without the casinos—to back him all the way. There was no denying the fact that Jim Fletcher’s murder bothered him. There was also no denying the fact that coming to Haven’s End, working with the schoolchildren, meeting Peg and the others, all served to heal him inside as nothing else had.

To his mind that meant he had an obligation.

And if he was ever going to be able to call this place a home, he would have to discharge that obligation before the temptation to flee grew too strong to resist.

He rose suddenly and crossed the room to the narrow, white-curtained window on the left-hand wall. Below it was a chipped cherry wood table. On a strip of white linen in the center was one of Gran D’Grou’s carvings.

The Screaming Woman.

Abruptly, the election, Bob Cameron, and the nastiness were gone. In its place a reminder of the funeral, and he hugged himself absently as he realized it was almost twilight.

A car horn blared in the distance. Another answered. A third buried them both.

He backed away from the table.

The figure was carved out of gray-and-black driftwood. It was fifteen inches high, a naked woman standing with her hands at her sides, her head tilted back slightly. At a distance she seemed to be singing; closer, and she could be screaming as her neck was encircled by what appeared to be a headless serpent growing up and out of the base of her spine. Her eyes were blank. Her legs merged at the knees into the body of a second, larger serpent that formed the statue’s base.

This not be snake here, it is tail. She is sea woman. Eye cut out? No, no, Colin, it is shadow. You put a light here, the eye come back. You want a big monster, you stick it in the closet; you want a beautiful woman, put it on the television.

Jesus damn, Colin, you got no imagination.

He switched on the lamp standing beside the table and hurried into the bedroom to get dressed.

He didn’t blame the island a bit for wanting Gran buried right away. During the last year he had changed, and for the worse. His role of benevolent despot had darkened, and no one had thought it amusing anymore. He snarled, except at the children and Lilla. He spent more time in the woods, more time at his shack, less time at the luncheonette unless he wanted to talk with the young ones. When he looked at passersby it was from the corner of his eye. When he spoke, his voice took on indecipherable insinuation.

And he demonstrated suddenly an uncanny ability to make himself appear to be something he wasn’t—instead of an embittered failure, an exile from his home, he was a mysterious figure from an exotic foreign land known for its cultivation of supernatural shadows; instead of a man who steadfastly refused the polishing of his raw artistic talents, he was a worker of dark miracles so convincing even Warren Harcourt thought his dead wife could be brought back.

The dead birds hadn’t helped at all.

Lilla’s singing was even worse.

And tomorrow, Colin thought, they would look up at the sun and really feel silly about letting themselves be spooked—spooked by a drunk who didn’t make sense even with his carvings.

But that was tomorrow.

There was still tonight to get through.


TWO

The beach continued on for a half mile below the last jetty, to the sharp slope where the land rose and the sand gave way to boulders, barnacled and slick, providing throats for the breakers that shattered against them. Down by the beach there were gaps, for tide pools, children, the occasional lovers. Fifty yards more and the gaps closed, the boulders becoming jagged and massive. And at the southern tip they rose to hundred-foot cliffs fringed with wind-twisted trees and tenacious straggly shrubs.
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