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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.


      




CHAPTER ONE


‘My sagas always seem to start with a change of place,’ Mahlia said to the realtor, turning at the end of the drive to look back at the tall, nut-brown house.


‘How many sagas have you had?’ he asked in an amused tone. He was as lean and nut-brown as the house, of a laconic nature that pleased Mahlia, and he had made no attempt whatsoever to sell her anything. ‘I know young people don’t like to have their youth pointed out – got a daughter about your age myself – but you look maybe one saga old.’


‘Just about that,’ she said with a laugh. ‘But my childhood saga was in Tahiti. And then I was sent to live with my great-aunt in France, I went to school there, at a convent. A very difficult saga, that. And then I came to Canada for a while, and then to New York as a student. Four sagas, I guess.’ She stopped for a moment. There had been another saga, but that was not one she particularly cared to remember. ‘I’ve always thought it would be fun to remodel an old place for myself.’


‘Pretty ambitious, for a youngster.’ Despite the baby in the pack on her back, she was a youngster, beige-skinned, with hair that flowed like silk down her back and an oval, simple face that did not leap out at you. Her eyes were dark and warm. He approved. Yes, a nice youngster.


‘I have time,’ she said, and shrugged. Indeed she did have time, entirely too much time. Study would take up part of it, for she was determined to go on with her doctoral work. Marriage and motherhood shouldn’t change that. But one could study only so many hours in a day, and Badger was going to be gone for most of six months. She had hardly had time to get used to being married to him before he had gone.


‘I want to find us a place,’ he had said. ‘For you and me and Robby and the baby. I’m tired of New York, tired of apartments. Too many … too many difficult memories popping up on odd street corners. I’m always running into people who ask me about Carolyn.’ Carolyn, his first wife, had been a main actor in the saga Mahlia did not want to remember; Badger didn’t want to remember it either. He had gone on, ‘Let’s get out of the city. I go to my work, my work doesn’t come to me, so why live here?’


Why indeed? Perhaps because, for Mahlia, it was more convenient to the university, but she hadn’t argued with him, hadn’t demurred when he opened what he called a ‘house account’ with her name on the checks. ‘I’ve been saving money for a country place for ten years,’ he told her. ‘Putting some aside out of every job. There’s plenty to be rather expansive, if you like.’ Expansive. That was Badger’s word for using up money at a scandalous rate. ‘Whatever. Something like what we’ve talked about, away from the city. I may get back to admire your choice before the job in Japan. Get something you like. If you like it, I’ll like it.’


She looked down the driveway, wondering if she had indeed found something she liked or merely something she was willing to settle for. It hadn’t really been that much fun looking at houses, not alone, and she was tired of it. She had an uncomfortable feeling of pressure, which she interpreted as the need to get something done, and she ticked off the house criteria in her mind, wondering whether this one would do. It was away from the city, no doubt about that. Well away!


‘The place is in good shape structurally,’ the realtor was saying. ‘It’s post and beam, of course, parts of it more than two hundred years old. Bert and Mary Everett bought it about three years ago, and they had the oldest part insulated and replastered, but then you saw that. Floors have to be redone. Somebody put that ugly vinyl over the old wide boards. I imagine Mary Everett did that. She was a nut about drafts, that woman. Finally had to go back to Florida to get warm. Those floors are pretty awful.’


‘I noticed. Also the stairs need to be relocated. I can’t imagine why anyone would want them clear at the back of the house that way. The kitchen is terrible – all that plastic and stainless steel. It looks like an airport. And we’ll need another bathroom upstairs. Nothing big. Just little stuff.’


‘Well, if you consider that little stuff, nothing that’s wrong with this place will bother you. What do you think of it?’


They leaned on the gate together, staring at the house they had just explored from cellar to attic. It stared back through half-lidded windows, sending a look of veiled curiosity down its chimney nose. From this angle the house seemed tall and narrow, two stories and an attic reaching up to the peaked roof, the chimneys above that. Three stories high to the ridge, but only two rooms wide. As they walked away from it to the south, however, it seemed to spread out along the brow of the hill, from the dining room and kitchen at the near end through the hall to the parlors and sunroom and then to the connecting studio and garage. There were four bedrooms on the second floor and two baths, and above them a huge, cobwebby attic, empty and echoing. Room up there for a guest suite or quarters for help. ‘Seems pretty big,’ the realtor acknowledged.


‘But not too big,’ she admitted, wondering why she did not like the house better. When she considered the requirements, this house met virtually every one. ‘Master bedroom upstairs, plus one for Robby and one for Elaine – she’s the baby. That still leaves us with one guest room on the second floor if we put a bathroom in where that huge closet is. The studio will make a good office for Badger.’


‘Badger being?’


‘I’m sorry, I should have explained. Badger is my husband. Badger Ettison. He’s a corporate consultant, and he’s in India right now. He’ll leave there shortly for Japan and is likely to be gone for as long as six months on that trip. I’m supposed to pick out a house, have it remodeled, and be moved into it by the time he gets back.’


‘Seems a lot to lay on a young mama with two kids.’


‘It keeps me busy. I think that’s what he had in mind. Avoiding boredom on my behalf.’ Maybe that was it, she mused. And maybe Badger had simply felt guilty about leaving her for so long. ‘Whoops…’


‘Whoops?’


‘I forgot to ask. Are there private phone lines out here? Badger needs at least two, one for the computer and one for business. Then we should have one for the house. Three lines.’


‘Well, there’s a party line in the house now. The former owners never brought in a private line, which, if you know the local phone company, is probably understandable. They’re not what you’d call cooperative. But as it happens, you’re in luck. The Primack property borders this one on the south – the house is about a quarter of a mile that way. One of the Primack boys works for the phone company, so when the company was running service south to the developments, he got them to run a spur line as far as their house last fall. My understandin’ is they brought in more than the Primacks need by two or three lines, which means you can get private phones for the price of a quarter mile of line. Maybe cost you a bit, but there’s no right-of-way to worry about, the Primacks being neighbors.’


‘Would they be good neighbors?’ she asked, facing him directly, demanding an honest answer.


He stalled for a moment, staring at her as though he was taking inventory of the dark brown hair; the slender form; the dark eyes beneath their level brows, where reflected light danced back at him as though to introduce the quick mind behind them. ‘I would think so. Primack’s the vet. His wife is quite a bug on education, member of the school board, full of theories on proper child-rearing. Mary Lou and James. Not Jim – James. They’re lots older than you, of course. Old enough to be your mama, she’d be. He’s quiet and she’s not. She’s pushy and he’s reserved. But by and large, I’d say they’d be good neighbors. He’s my brother-in-law.’


‘Oh, dear.’ Mahlia laughed ruefully. ‘Then she’s your sister.’


‘Oldest sister, one of seven. Pain in the ass sometimes. I had a bit of trouble with my boy a few years back. All worked out in the end, but if I’d listened to Mary Lou he’d be going to psychiatrists yet. Still, all in all…’


‘All in all, they’ll make good neighbors. Thank you for your candor, Mr Smarles.’


‘Fred,’ he said. ‘You might as well call me Fred. I’ll call you Mahlia. That way we can discuss this whole thing more informal-like. We go on calling each other Mr Um and Mrs Ah, it might add five thousand dollars to the price of this place.’


‘As much as that?’ She raised her eyebrows. Considering the price being asked for the place, an extra five thousand or so made little difference, but there were other things to spend it on.


He snorted. ‘Well, you gonna make me an offer?’


Mahlia turned to take a last look at the house, its windows shattering red sunset on her. ‘Probably,’ she said. ‘Why don’t we go back into Millingham and talk about it?’


In his office Fred was all business, seeing that Elaine was settled in her carry-cot with toys around her, seeing that Mahlia had coffee, pulling out the papers on the house and piling them before her. ‘Place was built originally in about 1730 by John Byers, burned down about thirty years later, and was rebuilt twenty years after that by Byers’s son, William. It was added to some in 1860 when Jerome Casternaught – he was a grandson, I seem to recall – took over the place. So, it’s typical for these parts, added onto until you can’t tell what was there first. The only original part left is the fireplace and chimney between the kitchen and the dining room. The other fireplaces are newer than that.


‘Well, like I said, it’s post and beam under that new siding, and the masonry in the fireplace is original. On the old documents it’s called Byers’ Farm. It’s all that’s left of the settlement of Byers’ Fault. People all moved away from there back in the 1760s, for some reason. Most of ’em came over here to Millingham. The old places all fell in. County filled in a few of the old cellar holes about six or eight years back when they were huntin’ some lost kids and one of the searchers damn near killed himself down an old cistern, but there’s still plenty of cellars and pits up there, so you need to be careful. If you know a little forestry, you can spot the old town from the growth, but otherwise you can’t tell unless you stumble over a foundation. It’s to the west, just up the hill from Byers’ Farm. Matter of fact, right where the mailbox is at the end of the driveway – that’s the old crossroads to Byers’ Fault. The driveway used to go on past the house to the town itself, when there was a town. Pretty country up in there. One of these days, some city people will discover it and build it all up again.’


‘I can’t figure out why they haven’t already. According to the chamber of commerce, the county’s growing enormously.’ She retrieved a rattle that Elaine had just thrown across the room.


‘Bedroom community,’ he acknowledged. ‘Sleepers.’ This obscure joke seemed to amuse him, for he chuckled to himself. ‘Nothin’ around here but Sleepers. As to why, well, they haven’t needed to go that far yet. ’Cross the road from the Byers place looks like forest primeval, but you go a quarter of a mile east down Crossroad and you run smack-dab into six new developments along Chyne Road. Mile after mile of Sleepers. And station wagons. And horses, of course. Every kid in the valley has at least one.’


‘Good business for your brother-in-law.’


‘Oh, Doc Battle was a regular old stock doctor. Cows, sheep, pigs, didn’t make him no never mind. James took over from him a few years back, but old James, he seems to prefer dogs and cats.’


‘Is there anything else you ought to tell me about the place?’


‘Well, let’s see. There’s an old graveyard right at the corner of the property, stones all tumbled down, but that shouldn’t bother you none. What else? Ah. If you’re not payin’ cash, you ought to know about Jessica Casternaught Duplessis because she’ll be carrying the paper on the place. Jessie’s a direct descendant from old John Byers. Jessie’s got five children. She must be seventy-five or so, not that she looks it. Except for that white hair, you’d say she was forty, or younger. There was what folks here used to call “a touch of the tarbrush” in that family, way back in John Byers’s time, and they all have that smooth, brown skin that doesn’t wrinkle, so they all look a generation younger than they are at least…


‘Well, Jessie came back to the Byers place in ’64. Her oldest three were already off making their own lives, but the two youngest came with her, Lois and John. Early twenties at that time, both of ’em. And the other kids come visiting from time to time. Well, they had a family reunion in 1980, seems like – all of the kids home but John. He was traveling someplace. And they had their usual big dinner and whatnot, and the next day Jessie slams in here and says she’s sellin’ the place. Seems like they wanted to do some dance at the end of the drive in the middle of the night or play drums in the graveyard or some other fool thing, and somebody from over Chyne Road got all het up and called the police to complain that the Duplessis family was killin’ pigs in the middle of the night. Jessie said it was gettin’ too settled, too many people around, and she wanted to sell.’


‘She sounds like a character.’


‘You wouldn’t ever say that to her face, let me tell you. Somethin’ mighty forbiddin’ about Jessica Casternaught Duplessis. You notice I give her all three names. That’s because she signs her name that way on everything. If she wrote a note to the milkman, she’d sign it “Jessie Casternaught Duplessis.”


‘Well, she and the kids built themselves a new place back on Bent’s Mountain, just over the ridge west of Byers’ Fault, and I tried to sell the old place with Jessie carryin’ the paper. First folks stayed about two years, complainin’ the whole time about the services and the stores and everything in general. They took off three years ago last November. Second family was the Everetts. They bought on contract and remodeled the place some. Said it was damp and drafty, so they moved things around. Three years they stayed, and then off they went to Florida – didn’t even try to sell, just gave up their equity and left. Course, to my mind, buyin’ on contract’s the next thing to paying’ rent anyhow. So, now, here it is up for sale again. And Jessica Casternaught Duplessis says this is the last time she’s goin’ to carry it. Next time it’ll have to be the bank, and I’ll tell you the truth – the bank isn’t interested in houses that old out that far.’


‘I thought you said the Chyne Road development was within a quarter of a mile?’


‘Right. But development isn’t moving west, it’s going on south. No, the Byers place may be within a hoot and a holler of folks these days, but it’s still too far out, so far as the bank’s concerned.’


She considered this, remembering the glow of the trees and the mysterious depths of the forest behind the house. She could not say what it was about the place that made her consider it suitable. She had looked at others that were better arranged and that needed less work. Perhaps it was the very fact that it did need work. Time without Badger burdened her, weighed her down, this house would occupy a lot of it.


‘Fred,’ she said at last, rubbing her forehead where one of her headaches was getting a start, ‘I’d like to make you an offer.’ The baby had fallen asleep. There was no hurry so far as Mahlia was concerned, so they dickered about details for another hour before she left him with the contract: the house and the 300 acres it sat upon, an offer to be made to Jessica Casternaught Duplessis. ‘Mrs Byers’ Fault,’ Mahlia said punningly, distracted by her pain. The headache had turned into a full-blown monster.


‘Just Byers,’ Fred Smarles corrected. ‘The Fault doesn’t go with the family. Way I hear it, it stays with the land.’ Mahlia heard this without paying much attention. Later she remembered, making a mental note to find out where the fault lay. This wasn’t California. One shouldn’t have to worry about fault lines, earthquakes, or slippages.


She spent the night in Millingham’s one decent motel, tossing restlessly on the unfamiliar mattress, rising periodically to see to Elaine though the baby slept as soundlessly as a tree. The headache came and went, came and went, as though something in her brain were trying to break out of her skull. The headaches had been getting more frequent, and she told herself she would see a doctor about them. Finally, about three in the morning, the pain subsided and she slept, only to be wakened at sunrise by Elaine, howling, wet, and hungry.


In the early morning Mahlia put Elaine in the car seat and went on a tour in the rental car, locating the developments Fred Smarles had spoken of, finding her way down back roads, stopping to talk with children and horses. The plane didn’t leave until midafternoon. If her offer was accepted, she hoped to move in a month or two, after the kitchen had been redone and the extra bathroom put in upstairs. Other things could come later, but it was silly to move in if the plumbing was on again, off again. Badger would probably be back in time to see it before she moved in – just barely.


For now she simply drove around, coming inevitably back up the long lane to the house, seeing the sun pouring down on it, the orchard on the southern slope beginning to burst into bloom, its scent heavy on the air. Beyond the house to the west lay a narrow stretch of meadow, then a dark line of forest running up into the hills. She located the road and the house on her map, wondering briefly how far back the Byers land ran. The small, nameless brook shown on the map glittered out of the forest, through the meadow and down the north slope to the pond, then out of the pond into the forest once more.


The pond was the one thing Mahlia really didn’t like about the place. It was dead-looking, a blind eye staring at the sky. Cows had come to drink there, trampling down everything until it was only a slimy puddle with muddy edges. On impulse, first checking to be sure that Elaine was sleeping, Mahlia opened the gate and walked down the drive, apple and cherry trees on her left, on her right a dry stone wall half overgrown with woody, thorny brush that threatened to topple the wall in several places. There was a stile at the midpoint of the drive. She climbed it, catching her skirt on blackberry canes, then wandered down toward the pond through the knee-high grass. Several yards from the edge she stopped, looking ruefully down at her feet. Not the right shoes for this. The earth was littered with cowpats and pocked with slime-filled pits, the bank of the pond mangled by hooves. She stood where she was, not wanting to go any closer. Something about the place was repellent and vaguely sinister. She told herself it was only the mud, the slime, the trampled soil sheened with a faint oily exudate. Abruptly, she regretted the contract, the offer. She had been too tired, too headachy. She had decided too quickly.


Somewhere nearby a cow lowed and was answered by another. From the edge of the forest they ambled purposefully toward her, twenty or so of them, black and white, an inexorable procession. Even at that distance she could see their huge udders swinging and knew they were harmless.


Still. The better part of valor and all that. She beat a prudent retreat over the wall and watched as the animals slogged through the mud at the pond’s edge. Obviously not the Everetts’ cows, since the Everetts had moved back to Florida. Obviously someone else’s cows, licitly or illicitly grazing on the Duplessis-cum-Casternaught-cum-Byers place. She considered the pond, picturing it in her mind without cows, without mud and tracks. There should be willows on the far side and some kind of flowering reed or rush at the water’s edge, grassy banks instead of mud. Something pretty to see out of the dining room window instead of the cold, hungry sheet of water. If she did that, she told herself firmly, if she did that it would be all right. Her feeling was only depression from being alone. The place was really almost perfect for them.


Sighing, she turned and walked back down the drive. This would be fun if Badger were here, but he had plunged into work even before he and Mahlia were married, buried himself in it – to escape memories. To escape thought. To escape, Molly had said, the knowledge that he was at least partly responsible for what had happened. Mahlia and Molly had argued about that. It seemed disloyal to think so, but there might be something in it.


Oh, well, it was only temporary. He’d get over it. And the house would seem fun when he returned, when she could tell him about it. Just now – just now it seemed an impossible task.


At the top of the hill she stopped the car and turned to look back at the Byers place once more. The house was hidden behind a grove of trees. Only the pond stared back at her like a Cyclopean, lidless eye. Something moved beside it and she blinked, uncertain she was seeing it: a little girl in a high-necked, long-sleeved dress, kneeling in the mud at the pond’s edge. Mahlia looked away, and when her eyes came back to the pond the child had vanished, evidently behind a stand of scrubby bushes. Overdressed for the weather, Mahlia thought. Poor kid – she’d catch it when she got home, muddying that dress.


‘Willows,’ Mahlia said to herself firmly. ‘Willows and reeds and something blooming. And get rid of those damned cows.’


*   *   *


When Jessica Casternaught Duplessis accepted Mahlia’s offer, getting rid of the cows turned out to be the easiest part of what had to be done. Fred Smarles explained to Horace Racebill, local dairy farmer and neighbor to the north, that Mahlia would prefer not to extend the grazing lease. Horace said he could quite understand that, since she’d probably want it for her own stock, and he withdrew the herd to fresh fields and pastures new. Mahlia moved on to other things, traveling up to Millingham once a week or so, leaving the children in New York to be spoiled rotten by Badger’s sister, Vivian.


She decided that plumbers did more destruction and left more mess than any other workmen, that doing so was a measure of craft status in which they took belligerent pride, and that remonstrating with them did no good. She told Fred Smarles this, after which Mr Drysdale became less belligerent. Another of Fred’s brothers-in-law, as it turned out.


‘How many sisters did you say you have?’ she asked in amazement.


‘Seven,’ he said. ‘Six of ’em older’n me. I was the only boy.’


‘How many of them are still here in Millingham?’


‘All of ’em. I’m brother-in-law to the plumber, the vet, the doctor, two lawyers, the newspaper publisher, and the owner of the lumberyard.’


‘What in heaven’s name did you say to Ed Drysdale?’


‘I told him you wasn’t a Sleeper; that you was settling here; that I’d earned a good commission off you, so come off it and do you a good job.’


Ed Drysdale did a good job. Ossie Jeremy, the carpenter from the next town over, also did a good job, though slowly. All in all, it was the third week in June before the mess was cleaned up and the place was ready to move into. Mahlia wandered through the empty house, admiring the look of sunlight on the wide floorboards, the smell of fresh paint. When furnished, the place would have an unquestionable charm. The former owner had been right, though. The house did have a draft, a chill that seemed to originate in the front hall. Well, there would be time enough to locate the source and take care of it.


‘Fred, I need someone to help me get set up. Help me unpack, wash windows, you know.’


‘I’ll give Charlotte Grafton a call. Charlotte may come over herself, in which case don’t make the mistake of telling her she’s too old. Charlotte’s getting a little nearsighted, but she could outwork you or me any day and then chop a cord of wood before supper. She may send one of her daughters or granddaughters. Whichever, any of ’em’ll do you a good job.’


Which they did, in tandem or in series. June ended with all the furniture in, the windows washed, the floors polished, the kitchen and new bathroom complete. Robby cried when they left New York but cheered up on the road. Elaine slept in placid, pinky-brown contentment. Elaine spent most of her time sleeping, for which Mahlia was very grateful. And when they arrived, Charlotte Grafton was there to give Mahlia a cup of tea and take Elaine off to her crib and show Robby his room.


‘I heard squeals,’ Mahlia said wearily when the old woman returned.


‘He found that funny little porch off his room, and he’s right away making out it’s the deck of a ship or something. He’s up there talking to some imaginary person.’


‘Robby has a good imagination and a whole wardrobe full of imaginary friends.’


‘Ayeh. Well, Baby didn’t even blink. Just turned over and went on sleeping.’


‘Thank heavens.’


‘Tired, are you?’


Mahlia nodded. ‘We’ve been staying with Badger’s sister, Vivian, since the furniture was shipped. Somehow I didn’t sleep very well there.’ Part of the reason had been the headaches, but Mahlia didn’t mention that. Perhaps the headaches resulted from tension. Or loneliness. Or memories, things better forgotten that she kept being reminded of. Or so she told herself, knowing that none of these reasons explained them at all. ‘Robby’s been a little apprehensive about the move. He had friends in the apartment house where we lived, and he hasn’t been sleeping well either. And then going back and forth so many times.’


‘Well it’s over now. You can start settling in. Fred said you wanted somebody to help. My granddaughter Georgina will be over twice a week to help out. I figured Mondays and Fridays. That way, if you have weekend people, she can help you get ready for ’em, or get their mess cleaned up right away, early in the week.’


‘I don’t expect we’ll have much company. Badger’s sister and her husband maybe. Or the Professor, an old friend of ours. Then I’ve some women friends who might like to visit from time to time, but not often.’ She paused, thinking of her promise to Badger not to call Molly or Martha or Simoney. Somehow that promise seemed even less appropriate now than when she had agreed, months ago.


‘They’re lovely women,’ he had admitted. ‘For witches.’


‘They saved Robby’s life, and mine. Maybe yours, too.’


‘I know. And I’m not ungrateful, Mahlia. But I want to forget it, can you understand that?’ There was a bitter quirk at the corner of his mouth, one he got sometimes early in the morning, as though he had been dreaming of something horrible. Mahlia was hurt by it, though she never said so. Carolyn was gone. Gone forever. All the horrible things about her were over with, done. And Mahlia was alive and present; so were Robby and Elaine. He should forget, not go on brooding over it. Yet, even though she resented it, she knew it was something he could not control. A kind of curse, perhaps, a haunting. ‘Can’t you understand my wanting to forget?’ he begged her. ‘Can’t you, Mahlia?’


She could. Who better than she, watching the anguish that often showed in his face when he looked at Robby, remembering how close he came to losing his son. ‘I understand,’ she had said. ‘Really, I do.’


‘I’d like to make a break. Not to be reminded. Make new friends…’ What could she do but assent? As Vivian had always assented when he was a child and had used that same heartbroken tone. Mahlia sometimes thought he would be better off if he faced the past and worked it through rather than burying it, but she didn’t want to argue. Not right then, when Badger was under so much tension with these two foreign projects. Not right then when being married and a mother was so new to her. Not right then. Perhaps later. So she agreed. She would suspend her relationship with Molly and Martha and Simoney – at least for now. She would give him ‘normalcy,’ as much as she could. Not witchy friends. No witchiness in herself. As a gift to him.


And then with an all-or-nothing, almost vindictive defiance of her past, she had decided to give herself a gift as well. She had learned enough from Molly to believe she could control the frightening premonitory ‘visions’ that had plagued her since she was a child. Now, since Badger wanted her to be normal, she would force them to stop. Since he wouldn’t let her do anything with her strange gift, she would simply stop having it.


And then the headaches had started. She had to admit that that was exactly when the headaches had started, though she had tried to attribute them to a dozen other causes. She made an angry face at herself, hiding it quickly, telling herself it didn’t matter, headaches or no headaches. She had agreed, that was the salient point. She had agreed. It was a contract between her and Badger, and she couldn’t change it unless Badger was willing.


A comment from Charlotte recalled her to herself. No, she probably wouldn’t be having much company if she couldn’t call Molly or the others. ‘Having company isn’t much fun without Badger here,’ she said, knowing she was making excuses for him, and for herself.


‘How much longer before he gets back?’


‘I don’t know. He may be able to stop over for a day or two to see the house. After that, it would be the end of September at the earliest. Could be longer.’


‘What are you going to do to keep yourself busy, now that the house is pretty well finished?’


‘Well, I’ve got work to do on my doctoral dissertation. It’s been hanging fire for months now. And the house is a long way from finished. One of the first things I want to do is put the stairs back where they were originally. But before that, even, something has to be done about that ugly pond. Honestly, Mrs Grafton, I can’t stand that mud hole!’ It came out as a cry of anguish, almost hysterical, and Mahlia put her hand to her lips, surprised at herself.


‘I wish you’d call me Charlotte, child. Everybody around here does. I’m old enough I don’t need to stand on dignity. Now, why are you all upset about the cow pond?’


Mahlia calmed herself. ‘Now, that’s exactly what I mean. Everyone says it’s a cow pond. Why does that pond have to be a cow pond!’


Charlotte shook her head, getting up to refill her cup. ‘Well, girl, it always has been, but no reason you can’t make a goldfish pool out of it if you want to. It’s yours.’


‘Yes, it is,’ Mahlia said firmly. ‘And I don’t want slime and cowpats in my backyard.’ Whenever she went near the pond she felt a cold revulsion that even the cowpats didn’t seem to explain.


One of Charlotte’s sons-in-law came with a tractor to plow and harrow the edges of the pond, making them reasonably smooth. Three other men, including two of her nephews, came with a huge truck full of rolled turf, sweating as they heaved it out and stretched it almost from the pond’s edge back into the meadow. Willows were available at the nearest nursery. Mahlia bought magazines on gardening, scanning the ads, and ordered water plants from a nursery in Ohio. The shallows were planted with pickerelweed, sweet rush, water iris, and several small, creeping bog plants that did nothing for two weeks and then threatened to cover the water surface. The far bank became green with young willow trees and shrubs. The water in the pond began to clear. By the first of August Mahlia could look at it out of the dining room window with some pleasure, though she did not often actually approach it. Whenever she went near it, she felt chilled and headachy, and she was convinced she was allergic to something growing there. Still, it was an improvement.


‘There. Isn’t that prettier?’ she demanded of Charlotte Grafton, admiring it through the steam of her morning coffee.


‘So’s a chamber pot with roses in it, but that don’t necessarily improve its performance. What’s it good for?’ Charlotte fixed her with a much magnified, myopic eye.


‘Charlotte, it’s good to look at. It was a real mudhole before,’ she protested.


‘Where are your cows going to drink?’


‘I’m not going to have any cows.’


‘Pity for that bahn to go to waste.’


‘The barn won’t go to waste. Robby loves to play in it – him and his imaginary friends. It’s full of marvelous junk, and it keeps him out of the house on rainy days.’ Privately, Mahlia had been a little worried about the barn, but Charlotte seemed to think the boy was all right out there so she made no fuss about it. As she recalled, children back in Tahiti had often played in some possibly dangerous places without coming to any harm.


Charlotte Grafton shook her head, letting a sly smile creep through. ‘Been waitin’ to see if you was goin’ to put lilies in it. To my mind, if it’s not goin’ to be good for anythin’, you might as well finish it up with lilies.’


Lilies were easier contemplated than planted. Finding them was simple enough. One of Charlotte’s nieces had a friend who was an enthusiast, and the enthusiast was happy to supply large, well-grown plants in huge, clay-filled pots, their white roots worming through the drain holes as though ready to attack the world. ‘Be sure to plant them in clay,’ the woman said, wiping her own earth-stained hand across her brow. ‘The roots float unless you anchor them well in clay.’


‘I’m going to plant them in the bottom of a pond.’


‘Oh, well then, you don’t want these,’ the enthusiast said, taking back the pots and turning to look for others. ‘Those are just little fellahs that don’t spread much – for your typical suburban fishpond, don’t you know. You want native pond lilies and hybrids, stuff that’ll spread out and look natural. Things that will grow four or five feet down. Odorate Gigantea – that’s the white native lily. I’ve got some good pinks, too. Mrs A. F. Bunyan – what kind of name is that for a lily? Mr A. F. Bunyan hybridized it, you just know he did, but it wouldn’t have looked right if he’d named it after himself. So did he name it the “Betty Bunyan”? Not on your life. “Mrs A. F. Bunyan!” Now, I ask you! You just take these out of the pots, clay and all, and sink them where you want them. I push them in with my feet,’ the enthusiast advised without offering to help do it. ‘Put ’em down about eighteen, twenty inches. They’ll work their way deeper.’


All of which was preliminary to Mahlia finding herself well dosed with antihistamines and hip-deep in the pond, ready to consign pots, lilies, clay, and pond to the devil in order to be anywhere else that might be clean and dry. Her head felt like a throbbing drum, and for someone who abhorred slime, she was deeply immured in it.


‘Charlotte,’ she said pleadingly, ‘that one rolled off the bank into deep water. I’ve lost the damn thing.’


‘Ayeh,’ muttered Mrs Grafton from the dry grassy bank. ‘When Billy Jean Brown said they’d work their way deepah, I don’t think that’s what she had in mind. I’ll go get the rake.’ She stalked regally away, head crowned with gray braids, every step expressing purpose and conviction as she peered ahead of her in her nearsighted way. Mahlia thought Charlotte got through her days largely by feel, and she shuddered each time Charlotte’s old car turned into the drive, certain it was about to splinter the fence posts.


Mahlia squelched out of the clinging clay of the pond edge onto the grassy bank and stood staring at the water where a trail of bubbles rose maddeningly from water surely more than five feet deep. At the bottom of the bubble trail was the heavy clay-filled pot containing the last lily. ‘If you’ll buy a dozen, I’ll give you a better price,’ Billy Jean had said. Remembering the size of the pond, Mahlia had assented, thinking of stretches of reflective water between big, pale, sweet-scented lilies, pure and remote.


At the moment they were not big, pale, or sweet-scented. At the moment they were invisible, their rounded pads inches below the surface, the roots trodden into the pond muck by Mahlia’s bare feet. Mahlia rubbed her head, tears in the corners of her eyes. Damn this allergy or whatever it is. It made her headaches worse, as though something were damned up inside her head, a seething pressure, wanting out. Charlotte was approaching with the rake.


‘I could leave that one in the pot,’ Mahlia ruminated aloud.


‘Won’t grow in theah,’ opined Mrs Grafton, handing her the rake. ‘Damn plastic’s as tight as a cheap girdle.’


Privately Mahlia thought Mrs Grafton had had little truck with girdles, cheap or otherwise, in her seventy years of life. Charlotte was as lean as a rail.


‘I don’t think this rake will reach,’ Mahlia said, trudging back into the water until its chilly embrace reached well over her knees, stretching the rake out to the spot where the last few bubbles rose teasingly. ‘No, wait, I can feel it. Round. Heavy. All it wants to do is stay there.’


‘Don’t try to get it all at once. Roll it a little, then settle your rake behind it, then roll it a little more.’


Moving it even a little was difficult. She could feel the mass of the heavy pot, feel the click of the rake teeth on the plastic, but the rake did not bite. Her forehead throbbed and beat with her pulse. She struggled, bracing the rake under her arm, trying to use it as a lever, and finally succeeded in making the weight move toward her, if only slightly.


‘Why don’t I just leave it there?’ she asked rhetorically. ‘I’ve got eleven already planted.’


‘Well begun’s half done,’ said Mrs Grafton from her comfortable seat on the bank.


‘Well begun’s exhausting,’ Mahlia snarled, unable to concentrate. She released one hand to rub her forehead. ‘Where’s Robby?’


‘Up in th’ bahn. Playin’ at bein’ pirates.’


‘In the barn? A pirate should be down here, where it’s wet.’


‘Buryin’ treasure, I sh’d think. Treasure usually gets buried where it’s dry.’


Grunting, Mahlia tried again. This time the mass came halfway. ‘I worry about him playing in the barn all the time. He could get hurt.’ She had resolved not to say this, but it came out anyhow.


‘Bahn’s perfectly all right. Long’s he stays out of the loft, and takin’ the ladder down guaranteed that. If he’s goin’ to be a farm boy, can’t be watchin’ him every minute. There, it come a good bit, that time.’


Mahlia shifted the rake down and heaved once more. The pot rolled upward, stopping in the water at her feet, the long stems twisted around something caught in the growth, the clammy pads tickling her calves.


‘Out you come,’ she said. It would all have to be untangled before she could plant it. She picked up the soggy, slimy mess, recoiling as she did so from the wave of pure cold that struck upward from her hands. Half carrying, half shoving, she rolled the slimy mass out onto the bank among the empty pots and stooped over it. The red stems were coiled around something half hidden in strands of dark pond weed. She uncoiled weed and lily stems, letting them flop at her feet, then flicked her hands suddenly with an exclamation of revulsion.


‘What’s the matta?’


She gasped, ‘It’s just all tangled up with this slimy stick.’


‘Oh, my. Somethin’ rotten?’


Mahlia swallowed, gagged unaccountably, tried again. ‘No, no. It’s just all covered with algae and pond weed. There.’ She threw the long, slime-covered mass to one side and knelt over the lily, trying to untangle the snaky stems, her vision blurring. She knelt, gasping, shutting her eyes to let the wave of dizziness pass.


The old woman scrambled down the bank with startling agility to lean over the thing Mahlia had thrown aside.


‘I saw something shiny on this thing!’


‘Probably a piece of wet leaf.’ Even through her pain and vertigo, Mahlia felt it was unlikely Charlotte was able to see anything clearly.


‘No.’ She was wiping at it with a corner of her apron. ‘Mahlia, it’s gold!’


Mahlia panted for a moment. The dizzy feeling was passing. She sat heavily upon the bank, not caring about the mud. Her vision cleared. The pain diminished and was gone. She turned to look at Charlotte, carefully, as though her head might fall off if she moved too quickly. ‘Gold? It wasn’t heavy enough for gold.’

OEBPS/images/9780575116153.jpg
<$rEWAY

‘A REMARKABLE TALENT...WITH EACH NEW
BOOK SHE OUTDOES HERSELF
'STEPHEN R. DONALDSON

Don es

SHERI S. TEPPER





OEBPS/images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





