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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.













HOW THE WIND SPOKE AT MADAKET



Lucius Shepard









I


Softly at dawn, rustling dead leaves on the roof gutters, ticking the wires of the television antenna against the shingled wall, seething through the beach grasses, shifting the bare twigs of a hawthorn to claw at the toolshed door, playfully flipping a peg off the clothesline, snuffling the garbage and tattering the plastic bags, creating a thousand nervous flutters, a thousand more shivery whispers, then building, keening in the window cracks and rattling the panes, smacking down a sheet of plyboard that has been leaning against the woodpile, swelling to a pour off the open sea, its howl articulated by the throats of narrow streets and teeth of vacant houses, until you begin to imagine a huge invisible animal throwing back its head and roaring, and the cottage is creaking like the timbers of an old ship…










II



Waking at first light, Peter Ramey lay abed awhile and listened to the wind; then, steeling himself against the cold, he threw off the covers, hurriedly pulled on jeans, tennis shoes, and a flannel shirt, and went into the front room to kindle a fire in the wood stove. Outside, the trees were silhouetted by a backdrop of slate clouds, but the sky wasn’t yet bright enough to cast the shadow of the window frame across the picnic-style table beneath it; the other furniture—three chewed-up wicker chairs and a sofa bunk—hunched in their dark corners. The tinder caught, and soon the fire was snapping inside the stove. Still cold, Peter beat his arms against his shoulders and hopped from one foot to another, setting dishes and drawers rattling. He was a pale, heavyset man of thirty-three, with ragged black hair and beard, so tall that he had to duck through the doors of the cottage; and because of his size he had never really settled into the place: he felt like a tramp who had appropriated a child’s abandoned tree-house in which to spend the winter.


The kitchen was an alcove off the front room, and after easing the chill, his face stinging with heat, he lit the gas stove and started breakfast. He cut a hole in a slice of bread, laid it in the frying pan, then cracked an egg and poured it into the hole (usually he just opened cans and cereal boxes or heated frozen food, but Sara Tappinger, his current lover, had taught him to fix eggs this way, and it made him feel a competent bachelor to keep up the practice). He shoveled down the egg and bread standing at the kitchen window, watching the gray-shingled houses across the street melt from the darkness, shadowy clumps resolving into thickets of bayberry and sheep laurel, a picket line of Japanese pines beyond them. The wind had dropped and it looked as if the clouds were going to hang around, which was fine by Peter. Since renting the cottage in Madaket eight months before, he had learned that he thrived on bleakness, that the blustery, overcast days nourished his imagination. He had finished one novel here, and he planned to stay until the second was done. And maybe a third. What the hell? There wasn’t much point in returning to California. He turned on the water to do dishes, but the thought of LA had soured him on being competent. Screw it! Let the roaches breed. He pulled on a sweater, stuffed a notebook in his pocket, and stepped out into the cold.


As if it had been waiting for him, a blast of wind came swerving around the corner of the cottage and numbed his face. He tucked his chin into his chest and set out walking, turning left on Tennessee Avenue and heading toward Smith Point, past more gray-shingled houses with quarterboards bearing cutesy names above their doors: names like Sea Shanty and Tooth Acres (the vacation home of a New Jersey dentist). When he had arrived on Nantucket he’d been amused by the fact that almost every structure on the Island, even the Sears, Roebuck store, had gray shingles, and he had written his ex-wife a long humorous let’s-be-friends letter telling about the shingles, about all the odd characters and quirkiness of the place. His ex-wife hadn’t answered, and Peter couldn’t blame her, not after what he had done. Solitude was the reason he gave for having moved to Madaket, but while this was superficially true, it would have been more accurate to say that he had been fleeing the ruins of his life. He had been idling along, content with his marriage, churning out scripts for a PBS children’s show, when he had fallen obsessively in love with another woman, herself married. Plans and promises had been made, as a result of which he had left his wife; but then, in a sudden reversal of form, the woman—who had never expressed any sentiment other than boredom and resentment concerning her husband—had decide to honor her vows, leaving Peter alone and feeling both a damned fool and a villain. Desperate, he had fought for her, failed, tried to hate her, failed, and finally, hoping a change of geography would provoke a change of heart—hers or his—he had come to Madaket. That had been in September, directly after the exodus of the summer tourists; it was now May, and though the cold weather still lingered, the tourists were beginning to filter back. But no hearts had changed.


Twenty minutes of brisk walking brought him to the top of a dune overlooking Smith Point, a jut of sand extending a hundred yards or so into the water, with three small islands strung out beyond it; the nearest of these had been separated from the Point during a hurricane, and had the island still been attached, it—in conjunction with Eel Point, some three-quarters of a mile distant—would have given the western end of the land mass the shape of a crab’s claw. Far out at sea a ray of sunlight pierced the overcast and dazzled the water beneath to such brilliance that it looked like a laving of fresh white paint. Sea gulls made curving flights overhead, hovered and dropped scallops onto the gravelly shingle to break the shells, then swooped down to pluck the meat. Sadvoweled gusts of wind sprayed a fine grit through the air.


Peter sat in the lee of a dune, choosing a spot from which he could see the ocean between stalks of the pale green beach grass, and opened his notebook. The words HOW THE WIND SPOKE AT MADAKET were printed on the inside cover. He had no illusions that the publishers would keep the title; they would change it to The Keening or The Huffing and Puffing, package it with a garish cover, and stick it next to Love’s Tormenting Itch by Wanda LaFontaine on the grocery store racks. But none of that mattered as long as the words were good, and they were, though it hadn’t gone well at first, not until he has started walking each morning to Smith Point and writing longhand. Then everything snapped into focus. He had realized it was his story he wanted to tell—the woman, his loneliness, his psychic flashes, the resolution of his character—all wrapped in the eerie metaphor of the wind; the writing had flowed so easily that is seemed the wind was collaborating on the book, whispering in his ear and guiding his hand across the page. He flipped the pages and noticed a paragraph that was a bit too formal, that he should break up and seed throughout the story:




Sadler had spent much of his life in Los Angeles, where the sounds of nature were obscured, and to his mind the constancy of the wind was Nantucket’s most remarkable feature. Morning, noon, and the night it flowed across the island, giving him a sense of being a bottom-dweller in an ocean of air, buffeted by currents that sprang from exotic quarters of the globe. He was a lonely soul, and the wind served to articulate his loneliness, to point up the immensity of the world in which he had become isolated; over the months he had come to feel an affinity with it, to consider it a fellow-traveler through emptiness and time. He half believed its vague speechlike utterances to be exactly that—an oracular voice whose powers of speech were not yet fully developed—and from listening to them he derived an impression of impending strangeness. He did not discount the impression, because as far back as he could recall he had received similar ones, and most had been borne out by reality. It was no great prophetic gift, no foreshadowing of earthquakes or assassinations; rather, it was a low-grade psychic ability: flashes of vision often accompanied by queasiness and headaches. Sometimes he could touch an object and know something about its owner, sometimes he would glimpse the shape of an upcoming event. But these premonitions were never clear enough to do him any good, to prevent broken arms or—as he had lately discovered—emotional disaster. Still, he hearkened to them. And now he thought the wind might actually be trying to tell him something of his future, of a new factor about to complicate his existence, for whenever he staked himself out on the dune at Smith Point he would feel…





Gooseflesh pebbling his skin, nausea, an eddying sensation behind his forehead as if his thoughts were spinning out of control. Peter rested his head on his knees and took deep breaths until the spell had abated. It was happening more and more often, and while it was most likely a product of suggestibility, a side effect of writing such a personal story, he couldn’t shake the notion that he had become involved in some Twilight Zone irony, that the story was coming true as he wrote it. He hoped not: it wasn’t going to be a very pleasant story. When the last of his nausea had passed, he took out a blue felt-tip, turned to a clean page, and began to detail the unpleasantness.


Two hours and fifteen pages later, hands stiff with cold, he heard a voice hailing him. Sara Tappinger was struggling up the side of the cline from the blacktop, slipping in the soft sand. She was, he thought with a degree of self-satisfaction, a damned pretty woman. Thirtyish; long auburn hair and nice cheekbones; endowed with what one of Peter’s islander acquaintances called “big chest problems.” That same acquaintance had congratulated him for having scored with Sara, saying that she’d blue-balled half the men on the island after her divorce, and wasn’t he the lucky son of a bitch. Peter supposed he was: Sara was witty, bright, independent (she ran the local Montessori school), and they were compatible in every way. Yet it was not a towering passion. It was friendly, comfortable, and this Peter found alarming. Although being with her only glossed over his loneliness, he had come to depend on the relationship, and he was concerned that this signaled an overall reduction of his expectations, and that this in turn signaled the onset of middle age, a state for which he was unprepared.


“Hi,” she said, flinging herself down beside him and planting a kiss on his cheek. “Wanna play?”


“Why aren’t you in school?”


“It’s Friday. I told you, remember? Parent-teacher conferences.” She took his hand. “You’re cold as ice! How long have you been here?”


“Couple of hours.”


“You’re insane.” She laughed, delighted by his insanity. “I was watching you for a bit before I called. With your hair flying about, you looked like a mad Bolshevik hatching a plot.”


“Actually,” he said, adopting a Russian accent, “I come here to make contact with our submarines.”


“Oh? What’s up? An invasion?”


“Not exactly. You see, in Russia we have many shortages. Grain, high technology, blue jeans. But the Russian soul can fly above such hardships. There is, however, a shortage of one commodity that we must solve immediately, and this is why I have lured you here.”


She pretended bewilderment. “You need school administrators?”


“No, no. It is more serious. I believe the American word for it is…” He caught her by the shoulders and pushed her down on the sand, pinning her beneath him. “Poontang. We cannot do without.”


Her smiled faltered, then faded to a look of rapt anticipation. He kissed her. Through her coat, he felt the softness of her breasts. The wind ruffled his hair, and he had the idea that it was leaning over his shoulder, spying on them; he broke off the kiss. He was queasy again. Dizzy.


“You’re sweating,” she said, dabbing at his brow with a gloved hand. “Is this one of those spells?”


He nodded and lay back against the dune.


“What do you see?” She continued to pat his brow dry, a concerned frown etching delicate lines at the corners of her mouth.


“Nothing,” he said.


But he did see something. Something glinting behind a cloudy surface. Something that attracted him yet frightened him at the same time. Something he knew would soon fall to his hand.


Though nobody realized it at the time, the first sign of trouble was the disappearance of Ellen Borchard, age thirteen, on the evening of Tuesday, May 19—an event Peter had written into his book just prior to Sara’s visit on Friday morning; but it didn’t really begin for him until Friday night while drinking at the Atlantic Cafe in the village of Nantucket. He had gone there with Sara for dinner, and since the restaurant section was filled to capacity, they had opted for drinks and sandwiches at the bar. They had hardly settled on their stools when Jerry Highsmith—a blond young man who conducted bicycle tours of the island (“… the self-proclaimed Hunk of Hunks,” was Sara’s description of him)—latched onto Peter; he was a regular at the cafe and an aspiring writer, and he took every opportunity to get Peter’s advice. As always, Peter offered encouragement, but he secretly felt that anyone who liked to do their drinking at the Atlantic could have little to say to the reading public: it was a typical New England tourist trap, decorated with brass barometers and old life preservers, and it catered to the young summer crowd, many of whom—evident by their Bahama tans—were packed around the bar. Soon Jerry moved off in pursuit of a redhead with a honeysuckle drawl, a member of his latest tour group, and his stool was taken by Mills Lindstrom, a retired fisherman and a neighbor of Peter’s.


“Damn wind out there’s sharp enough to carve bone,” said Mills by way of a greeting, and ordered a whiskey. He was a big red-faced man stuffed into overalls and a Levi’s jacket; white curls spilled from under his cap, and a lacing of broken blood vessels webbed his cheeks. The lacing was more prominent than usual, because Mills had a load on.


“What are you doing here?” Peter was surprised that Mills would set foot in the cafe; it was his conviction that tourism was a deadly pollution, and places like the Atlantic were its mutant growths.


“Took the boat out today. First time in two months.” Mills knocked back half his whiskey. “Thought I might set a few lines, but then I run into that thing off Smith Point. Didn’t feel like fishin’ anymore.” He emptied his glass and signaled for a refill. “Carl Keating told me it was formin’ out there a while back. Guess it slipped my mind.”


“What thing?” asked Peter.


Mills sipped at his second whiskey. “Offshore pollution aggregate,” he said grimly. “That’s the fancy name, but basically it’s a garbage dump. Must be pretty near a kilometer square of water covered in garbage. Oil slick, plastic bottles, driftwood. They collect at slack points in the tides, but not usually so close to land. This one ain’t more’n fifteen miles off the Point.”


Peter was intrigued. “You’re talking about something like the Sargasso Sea, right?”


“’Spose so. ’Cept these ain’t so big and there ain’t no seaweed.”


“Are they permanent?”


“This one’s new, the one off Smith Point. But there’s one about thirty miles off the Vineyard that’s been there for some years. Big storm’ll break it up, but it’ll always come back.” Mills patted his pockets, trying unsuccessfully to find his pipe. “Ocean’s gettin’ like a stagnant pond. Gettin’ to where a man throws in a line and more’n likely he’ll come up with an ol’ boot ’stead of a fish. I ’member twenty years ago when the mackerel was runnin’ there’d be so many fish the water would look black for miles. Now you spot a patch of dark water and you know some damn tanker’s taken a shit!”


Sara, who had been talking to a friend, put her arm around Peter’s shoulder and asked what was up; after Peter had explained, she gave a dramatic shudder and said, “It sounds spooky to me.” She affected a sepulchral tone. “Strange magnetic zones that lure sailors to their dooms.”


“Spooky!” Mills scoffed. “You got better sense than that, Sara. Spooky!” The more he considered the comment the madder he became. He stood and made a flailing gesture that spilled the drink of a tanned college-age kid behind him; he ignored the kid’s complaint and glared at Sara. “Maybe you think this place is spooky. It’s the same damn thing! A garbage dump! ’Cept here the garbage walks and talks”—he turned his glared on the kid—“and thinks it owns the goddamn world!”


“Shit,” said Peter, watching Mills shoulder his way through the crowd. “I was going to ask him to take me to see it.”


“Ask him tomorrow,” said Sara. “Though I don’t know why you’d want to see it.” She grinned and held up her hands to ward off his explanation. “Sorry. I should realize that anyone who’ll spend all day staring at sea gulls would find a square kilometer of garbage downright erotic.”


He made a grab for her breasts. “I’ll show you erotic!”


She laughed and caught his hand and—her mood suddenly altered—brushed the knuckles against her lips. “Show me later,” she said.


They had a few more drinks, talked about Peter’s work, about Sara’s, and discussed the idea of taking a weekend together in New York. Peter began to acquire a glow. It was partly the drinks, yet he realized that Sara, too, was responsible. Though there had been other women since he had left his wife, he had scarcely noticed them; he had tried to be honest with them, had explained that he was in love with someone else, but he had learned that this was simply a sly form of dishonesty, that when you went to bed with someone—no matter how frank you had been as to your emotional state—they would refuse to believe there was any impediment to commitment that their love could not overcome; and so, in effect, he had used those women. But he did notice Sara, he did appreciate her, and he had not told her about the woman back in LA: once he had thought this a lie, but now he was beginning to suspect it was a sign that the passion was over. He had been in love for such a long time with a woman absent from him that perhaps he had grown to believe absence was a precondition for intensity, and perhaps it was causing him to overlook the birth of a far more realistic yet equally intense passion closer at hand. He studied Sara’s face as she rambled on about New York. Beautiful. The kind of beauty that sneaks up on you, that you assumed was mere prettiness. But then, noticing her mouth was a bit too full, you decided that she was interestingly pretty; and then, noticing the energy of the face, how her eyes widened when she talked, how expressive her mouth was, you were led feature by feature to a perception of her beauty. Oh, he noticed her all right. The trouble was that during those months of loneliness (Months? Christ, it had been over a year!) he had become distanced from his emotions; he had set up surveillance systems inside his soul, and every time he started to twitch one way of the other, instead of completing the action he analyzed it and thus aborted it. He doubted he would ever be able to lose himself again.


Sara glanced questioningly at someone behind him. Hugh Weldon, the chief of police. He nodded at them and settled onto the stool. “Sara,” he said. “Mr. Ramey. Glad I caught you.”


Weldon always struck Peter as the archetypal New Englander. Gaunt; weatherbeaten; dour. His basic expression was so bleak you assumed his gray crewcut to have been an act of penance. He was in his fifties but had a habit of sucking at his teeth that made him seem ten years older. Usually Peter found him amusing; however, on this occasion he experienced nausea and a sense of unease, feelings he recognized as the onset of a premonitory spell.


After exchanging pleasantries with Sara, Weldon turned to Peter. “Don’t want you takin’ this wrong, Mr. Ramey. But I got to ask where you were last Tuesday evenin’ ’round six o’clock.”


The feelings were growing stronger, evolving into a sluggish panic that roiled inside Peter like the effects of a bad drug. “Tuesday,” he said. “That’s when the Borchard girl disappeared.”


“My God, Hugh,” said Sara testily. “What is this? Roust out the bearded stranger every time somebody’s kid runs away? You know damn well that’s what Ellen did. I’d run away myself if Ethan Borchard was my father.”


“Mabbe.” Weldon favored Peter with a neutral stare. “Did you happen to see Ellen last Tuesday, Mr. Ramey?”


“I was home,” said Peter, barely able to speak. Sweat was popping out on his forehead, all over his body, and he knew he must look as guilty as hell; but that didn’t matter, because he could almost see what was going to happen. He was sitting somewhere, and just out of reach below him something glinted.


“Then you musta seen her,” said Weldon. “’Cordin’ to witnesses she was mopin’ ’round your woodpile for pretty near an hour. Wearin’ bright yellow. Be hard to miss that.”


“No,” said Peter. He was reaching for that glint, and he knew it was going to be bad in any case, very bad, but it would be even worse if he touched it and he couldn’t stop himself.


“Now that don’t make sense,” said Weldon from a long way off. “That cottage of yours is so small, it ’pears to me a man would just naturally catch sight of somethin’ like a girl standin’ by his woodpile while he was movin’ round. Six o’clock’s dinnertime for most folks, and you got a nice view of the woodpile out your kitchen window.”


“I didn’t see her.” The spell was starting to fade, and Peter was terribly dizzy.


“Don’t see how that’s possible.” Weldon sucked at his teeth, and the glutinous sound caused Peter’s stomach to do a slow flip-flop.


“You ever stop to think, Hugh,” said Sara angrily, “that maybe he was otherwise occupied?”


“You know somethin’, Sara, why don’t you say it plain?”


“I was with him last Tuesday. He was moving around all right, but he wasn’t looking out any window. Is that plain enough?”


Weldon sucked at his teeth again. “I ’spect it is. You sure ’bout this?”


Sara gave a sarcastic laugh. “Wanna see my hickey?”


“No reason to be snitty, Sara. I ain’t doin’ this for pleasure.” Weldon heaved to his feet and gazed down at Peter. “You lookin’ a bit peaked, Mr. Ramey. Hope it ain’t somethin’ you ate.” He held the stare a moment longer, then pushed off through the crowd.


“God, Peter!” Sara cupped his face in her hands. “You look awful!”


“Dizzy,” he said, fumbling for his wallet; he tossed some bills on the counter. “C’mon, I need some air.”


With Sara guiding him, he made it through the front door and leaned on the hood of a parked car, head down, gulping in the cold air. Her arm around his shoulders was a good weight that helped steady him, and after a few seconds he began to feel stronger, able to lift his head. The street—with its cobblestones and newly budded trees and old-fashioned lampposts and tiny shops—looked like a prop for a model railroad. Wind prowled the sidewalks, spinning paper cups and fluttering awnings. A strong gust shivered him and brought a flashback of dizziness and vision. Once more he was reaching down toward that glint, only this time it was very close, so close that its energies were tingling his fingertips, pulling at him, and if he could just stretch out his hand another inch or two…Dizziness overwhelmed him. He caught himself on the hood of the car; his arm gave way, and he slumped forward, feeling the cold metal against his cheek. Sara was calling to someone, asking for help, and he wanted to reassure her, to say he’d be all right in a minute, but the words clogged in his throat and he continued lying there, watching the world tip and spin, until someone with arms stronger than Sara’s lifted him and said, “Hey, man! You better stop hittin’ the sauce, or I might be tempted to snake your ol’ lady.”


Streetlight angled a rectangle of yellow glare across the foot of Sara’s bed, illuminating her stockinged legs and half of Peter’s bulk beneath the covers. She lit a cigarette, then—exasperated at having given into the habit again—she stubbed it out, turned on her side, and lay watching the rise and fall of Peter’s chest. Dead to the world. Why, she wondered, was she such a sucker for the damaged ones? She laughed at herself; she knew the answer. She wanted to be the one to make them forget whatever had hurt them, usually another woman. A combination Florence Nightingale and sex therapist, that was her, and she could never resist a new challenge. Though Peter had not talked about it, she could tell some LA ghost owned half his heart. He had all the symptoms. Sudden silences, distracted stares, the way he jumped for the mailbox as soon as the postman came and yet was always disappointed by what he had received. She believed that she owned the other half of his heart, but whenever he started to go with it, to forget the past and immerse himself in the here and now, the ghost would rear up and he’d create a little distance. His approach to lovemaking, for instance. He’d come on soft and gentle, and then, just as they were on the verge of a new level of intimacy, he’d draw back, crack a joke, or do something rough—like tackling her on the beach that morning—and she would feel cheap and sluttish. Sometimes she thought that the thing to do would be to tell him to get the hell out of her life, to come back and see her when his head was clear. But she knew she wouldn’t. He owned more than half of her heart.


She eased off the bed, careful not to wake him, and slipped out of her clothes. A branch scraped the window, startling her, and she held her blouse up to cover her breasts. Oh, right! A Peeping Tom at a third-floor window. In New York, maybe, but not in Nantucket. She tossed the blouse into the laundry hamper and caught sight of herself in the full-length mirror affixed to the closet door. In the dim light the reflection looked elongated and unfamiliar, and she had a feeling that Peter’s ghost woman was watching her from across the continent, from another mirror. She could almost make her out. Tall, long-legged, a mournful expression. Sara didn’t need to see her to know the woman had been sad: it was the sad ones who were the real heartbreakers, and the men whose hearts they had broken were like fossil records of what the women were. They offered their sadness to be cured, yet it wasn’t a cure they wanted, only another reason for sadness, a spicy bit to mix in with the stew they had been stirring all their lives. Sara moved closer to the mirror, and the illusion of the other woman was replaced by the confrontation of her own body. “That’s what I’m going to do to you, lady,” she whispered. “Blot you out.” The words sounded empty.


She turned back the bedspread and slid in beside Peter. He made a muffled noise, and she saw gleams of the streetlights in his eyes. “Sorry about earlier,” he said.


“No problem,” she said brightly. “I got Bob Frazier and Jerry Highsmith to help bring you home. Do you remember?”


“Vaguely. I’m surprised Jerry could tear himself away from his redhead. Him and his sweet Ginger!” He lifted his arm so Sara could burrow in against his shoulder. “I guess your reputation’s ruined.”


“I don’t know about that, but it’s certainly getting more exotic all the time.”


He laughed.


“Peter?” she said.


“Yeah?”


“I’m worried about these spells of yours. That’s what this was, wasn’t it?”


“Yeah.” He was silent for a moment. “I’m worried, too. I’ve been having them two and three times a day, and that’s never happened before. But there’s nothing I can do except try not to think about them.”


“Can you see what’s going to happen?”


“Not really, and there’s no point in trying to figure it out. I can’t ever use what I see. It just happens, whatever’s going to, and then I understand that that was what the premonition was about. It’s a pretty worthless gift.”


“Sara snuggled closer, throwing her leg across his hip. “Why don’t we go over to the Cape tomorrow?”


“I was going to check out Mills’s garbage dump.”


“Okay. We can do that in the morning and still catch the three o’clock boat. It might be good for you to get off the island for a day or so.”


“All right. Maybe that’s not such a bad idea.”


Sara shifted her leg and realized the he was erect. She eased her hand beneath the covers to touch him, and he turned so as to allow her better access. His breath quickened and he kissed her—gentle, treasuring kisses on her lips, her throat, her eyes—and his hips moved in counterpoint to the rhythm of her hand, slowly at first, becoming insistent, convulsive, until he was prodding against her thigh, and she had to take her hand away and let him slip between her legs, opening her. Her thoughts were dissolving into a medium of urgency, her consciousness being reduced to an awareness of heat and shadows. But when he lifted himself above her, that brief separation broke the spell, and she could suddenly hear the fretful sounds of the wind, could see the particulars of his face and the light fixture on the ceiling behind him. His features seemed to sharpen, to grow alert, and he opened his mouth to speak. She put a finger to his lips. Please, Peter! No jokes. This is serious. She beamed the thoughts at him, and maybe they sank in. His face slackened, and as she guided him into place he moaned, a despairing sound such as a ghost might make at the end of its earthly term; and then she was clawing at him, driving him deeper inside, and talking to him, not words, just breathy noises, sighs and whispers, but having meanings that he would understand.










III



That same night while Peter and Sara were asleep, Sally McColl was driving her jeep along the blacktop that led to Smith Point. She was drunk and not giving a good goddamn where she wandered, steering in a never-ending S, sending the headlights veering across low gorsey hills and gnarled hawthorns. With one hand she kept a choke hold on a pint of cherry brandy, her third of the evening. ’Sconset Sally, they called her. Crazy Sally. Seventy-four years old and still able to shell scallops and row better than most men on the island. Wrapped in a couple of Salvation Army dresses, two motheaten sweaters, a tweed jacket gone at the elbows, and generally looking like a bag lady from hell. Brambles of white hair sticking out from under a battered fisherman’s hat. Static fizzled on the radio, and Sally accompanied it with mutters, curses, and fitful bursts of song, all things that echoed the jumble of her thoughts. She parked near the spot where the blacktop gave out, staggered from the jeep and stumped through the soft sand to the top of the dune. There she swayed for a moment, dizzied by the pour of wind and the sweep of darkness broken only by a few stars on the horizon. “Whoo-ooh!” she screeched; the wind sucked up her yell and added it to its sound. She lurched forward, slipped, and went rolling down the face of the dune. Sand adhering to her tongue, spitting, she sat up and found that somehow she’d managed to hold on to the bottle, that the cap was still on even though she hadn’t screwed it tight. A flicker of paranoia set her to jerking her head from side to side. She didn’t want anybody spying on her, spreading more stories about old drunk Sally. The ones they told were bad enough. Half were lies, and the rest were slanted to make her seem loopy… like the one about how she’d bought herself a mail-order husband and he’d run off after two weeks, stowed away on a boat, scared to death of her, and she had come riding on horseback through Nantucket, hoping to bring him home. A swarthy little bump of a man, Eyetalian, no English, and he hadn’t known shit from shortcake in bed. Better to do yourself than fool with a pimple like him. All she’d wanted had been the goddamn trousers she’d dressed him in, and the tale-tellers had cast her as a desperate woman. Bastards! Buncha goddamn…


Sally’s train of thought pulled into a tunnel, and she sat staring blankly at the dark. Damn cold, it was, and windy a bit as well. She took a swig of brandy; when it hit bottom she felt ten degrees warmer. Another swig put her legs under her, and she started walking along the beach away from the Point, searching for a nice lonesome spot where nobody was likely to happen by. That was what she wanted. Just to sit and spit and feel the night on her skin. You couldn’t hardly find such a place nowadays, what with all the summer trash floating in from the mainland, the Gucci-Pucci sissies and the little swish-tailed chick-women eager to bend over and butter their behinds for the first five-hundred-dollar suit that showed interest, probably some fat-boy junior executive who couldn’t get it up and would marry ’em just for the privilege of being humiliated every night… That train of thought went spiraling off, and Sally spiraled after it. She sat down with a thump. She gave out with a cackle, liked the sound of it, and cackled louder. She sipped at the brandy, wishing that she had brought another bottle, letting her thoughts subside into a crackle of half-formed images and memories that seemed to have been urged upon her by the thrashings and skitterings of the wind. As her eyes adjusted, she made out a couple of houses lumped against the lesser blackness of the sky. Vacant summer places. No, wait! Those were them whatchamacallems. Condominiums. What had that Ramey boy said about ’em? Iniums with a condom slipped over each. Prophylactic lives. He was a good boy, that Peter. The first person she’d met with the gift for dog’s years, and it was strong in him, stronger than her gift, which wasn’t good for much except guessing the weather, and she was so old now that her bones could do that just as well. He’d told her how some people in California had blown up condominiums to protect the beauty of their coastline, and it had struck her as a fine idea. The thought of condominiums ringing the island caused her to tear up, and with a burst of drunken nostalgia she remembered what a wonder the sea had been when she was a girl. Clean, pure, rife with spirits. She’d been able to sense those spirits…


Battering and crunching from somewhere off in the dunes. She staggered to her feet, cocking an ear. More sounds of breakage. She headed toward them, toward the condominiums. Might be some kids vandalizing the place. If so, she’d cheer ’em on. But as she climbed to the top of the nearest dune, the sounds died away. Then the wind picked up, not howling or roaring, but with a weird ululation, almost a melody, as if it were pouring through the holes of an enormous flute.


The back of Sally’s neck prickled, and a cold slimy worm of fear wriggled the length of her spine. She was close enough to the condominiums to see their rooflines against the sky, but she could see nothing else. There was only the eerie music of the wind, repeating the same passage of five notes over and over. Then it, too, died. Sally took a slug of brandy, screwed up her courage, and started walking again; the beach grass swayed and tickled her hands, and the tickling spread gooseflesh up her arms. About twenty feet from the first condominium she stopped, her heartbeat ragged. Fear was turning the brandy to a sour mess in her stomach. What was there to be afraid of, she asked herself. The wind? Shit! She had another slug of brandy and went forward. It was so dark she had to grope her way along the wall, and she was startled to find a hole smack in the middle of it. Bigger than a damn door, it was. Edged by broken boards and ripped shingles. Like a giant fist had smashed it through. Her mouth was cottony, but she stepped inside. She rummaged in her pockets, dug out a box of kitchen matches, lit one and cupped it with her hands until it burned steadily. The room was unfurnished, just carpeting and telephone fixtures and paint-spattered newspapers and rags. Sliding glass doors were inset into the opposite wall, but most of the glass had been blown out, crunching under her feet; as she drew near, an icicle-shaped piece hanging from the frame caught the glow of the match and for a second was etched on the dark like a fiery tooth. The match scorched her fingers. She dropped it and lit another and moved into the next room. More holes and a heaviness in the air, as if the house were holding its breath. Nerves, she thought. Goddamn old-woman nerves. Maybe it had been kids, drunk and ramming a car into the walls. A breeze eeled from somewhere and puffed out the match. She lit a third one. The breeze extinguished it, too, and she realized that kids hadn’t been responsible for the damage, because the breeze didn’t blow away this time: it fluttered around her, lifting her dress, her hair, twining about her legs, patting and frisking her all over, and in the breeze was a feeling, a knowledge, that turned her bones to splinters of black ice. Something had come from the sea, some evil thing with the wind for a body had smashed holes in the walls to play its foul, bone-chilling music, and it was surrounding her, toying with her, getting ready to whirl her off to hell and gone. It had a clammy, bitter smell, and that smell clung to her skin everywhere it touched.


Sally backed into the first room, wanting to scream but only able to manage a feeble squawk. The wind flowed after her, lifting the newspapers and flapping them at her like crinkly white bats, matting them against her face and chest. Then she screamed. She dove for the hole in the wall and flung herself into a frenzied heart-busting run, stumbling, falling, scrambling to her feet, and waving her arms and yelling. Behind her, the wind gushed from the house, roaring, and she imagined it shaping itself into a towering figure, a black demon who was laughing at her, letting her think she might make it before swooping down and tearing her apart. She rolled down the face of the last dune, and her breath sobbing, clawed at the door handle of the jeep; she jiggled the key in the ignition, prayed until the engine turned over, and then, gears grinding, swerved off along the Nantucket road.


She was halfway to ’Sconset before she grew calm enough to think what to do, and the first thing she decided was to drive straight to Nantucket and tell Hugh Weldon. Though god only knew what he’d do. Or what he’d say. That scrawny flint of a man! Like as not he’d laugh in her face and be off to share the latest ’Sconset Sally story with his cronies. No, she told herself. There weren’t going to be any more stories about ol’ Sally drunk as the moon and seeing ghosts and raving about the wind. They wouldn’t believe her, so let ’em think kids had done it. A little sun of gleeful viciousness rose in her thoughts, burning away the shadows of her fear and heating her blood even quicker than would a jolt of cherry brandy. Let it happen, whatever was going to happen, and then she’d tell her story, then she’d say I would have told you sooner, but you would have called me crazy. Oh, no! She wouldn’t be the butt of their jokes this time. Let ’em find out for themselves that some new devil had come from the sea.
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