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  This book is dedicated to my friends, infantrymen all, who await me on the high ground




  ONE




  They say they come down here to find themselves. To look inside themselves and see what’s in there. The thing that surprises me is how long it takes them to realize that there’s nothing there to find out. Whatever in hell made them think there was, do you suppose?




  -Junior Chafin




   




  On the island’s town landing, Gus Barter sits atop an upturned lobster crate watching the afternoon mail boat approach. His legs are double crossed, the toe of his right foot tucked behind his left ankle to prevent the foot from jigging. He is bent forward slightly, and his hands, denied a lap by his stomach, rest on his thighs, nestled palms up and fingers limp, like a master’s pencil-sketch study of hardworking hands asleep. When a high, white cloud slips past the westering sun, Gus takes his sunshades out of his shirt pocket, clips them onto his glasses, and blinks to adjust his eyes.




  After a long day bent over his boat’s engine, he has come over to town to meet the late boat and offer David Harper a ride to his parents’ house in the cove. Gus has not seen David since he visited the island on leave from the army three years ago, or perhaps it was four. He has known David since he was a little boy; David and Gus’s own son, John, played and fished together every summer until they both grew up and went away. And now David, the one who survived, is coming back, perhaps for good, or so Gus hears, and he is suffering serious crosscurrents of emotion as he watches the boat approach.




  At Gus’s side stands Junior Chafin, who has come to meet the boat for his weekly delivery of Fleischmann’s gin and has too many scruples to be sitting on a trap or crate owned by a west-side fisherman. Ever in motion of some sort, Junior stands in his rolled-down rubber boots, packing a Pall Mall on his thumbnail, then scratching a match on the railing and muttering to Gus, who he knows is not listening, that there won’t be any lobsters at all anymore if they keep letting new Stonington guys set out their gear in Barter Island waters.




  As the mail boat slips in to the float, both men–Gus is on his feet now–strain forward (without appearing to, they believe) to get a better look at the three creatures sitting in the bow. In the center is a male wearing a full, brown beard and a long ponytail that appears to have been rinsed in used motor oil. His fringed, sleeveless buckskin vest is decorated with sewn flowers, buttons with messages, and a rainbow; his sunken, sunburned chest is bedecked with strings of beads. On either side of him–he is laughing–sits a girl. One wears the kind of shapeless dress that Gus saw a Hawaiian queen wearing in National Geographic; she is pale, full-bodied but pretty, with a tiny mouth and rosy cheeks, and her hair is held by a beaded headband. The other is a beautiful olive-skinned girl, who wears her long, black hair in braided pigtails, the same style of headband as the Hawaiian queen, a garland of cow vetch, and a sleeveless T-shirt that is a cosmos of mixed colors. Her shorts are cut from a pair of jeans, her beads fall between her full and quite pert breasts that sway ever so slightly when she moves, and her long and lovely legs are hairy from her knees to her sandals. At the threesome’s feet, a filthy, tailless mongrel dog with pointed ears sits ready to pounce on anything small enough to massacre.




  As the mail boat ties up to the float, Gus and Junior step back from the edge of the wharf full of wonder.




  “What the hell?” Gus asks. “Those are Indians!”




  “Those aren’t Indians, you goddamn fool. Indians can’t grow beards. Those are hippies.” Junior picks a bit of tobacco from the tip of his tongue and flicks it away.




  “They’re not going to come ashore here, are they?”




  “How the hell should I know, dear?”




  “They’re getting up!” Gus takes two more baby steps backward. “He’s picking up his knapsack! You’re the goddamn constable, Junior–do something! Tell the captain not to let them off. Tell him to take them back where they came from, to the goddamn mainland.”




  As Bernadine and Kimberly Bowen ascend the gangplank carrying between them a large, loaded basket of folded laundry, the tailless mongrel dog runs between Bernadine’s legs, nearly upending her and sending summer people’s towels and sheets overboard. The dog strikes the wharf on the run and streaks up the hill, heading, Gus is certain, directly for the chicken coop behind the parsonage.




  “Jesus Christ Almighty, there.”




  His brimming knapsack on his back, the red sash that serves as his belt fluttering in the breeze, following his companion in the shapeless muumuu, the leader of the pack pulls an American Flyer wagon laden with cloth and burlap sacks up the gangplank. Behind the little red wagon, the braless nymph in pigtails is bent over to steady the load and push. Following her, his eyes level with and attached to her flawless thighs and straining buttocks, a thin young man in a white T-shirt and blue jeans carries an olive-drab duffel bag over his shoulder and a box of groceries under his arm.




  On the wharf, the bearded creature asks Bernadine how to get to the park campground, and she points the way. As they pass the staring fishermen, the male says “Peace,” and the nymph with the buoyant breasts flashes them a V sign.




  “Peace, my ass,” says Junior under his breath.




  Gus grunts, then tells Junior, “I’ve got a mind to go up to your house and strap on that .38 and come back down here and order that human garbage off the island.”




  “This isn’t a war, you know. Those aren’t communist spies come here to do us damage.”




  “Maybe not to you it isn’t. I feel like I’ve been through this before. Invaded. The island threatened.”




  “Oh Gus.” Bernadine hefts her end of the laundry basket. “Don’t be silly. They’re harmless. They’re…they’re exciting, and they’re different. They’re a breath of fresh air.”




  “I wouldn’t call their air fresh, exactly.” The young man in the white T-shirt sets down his groceries and duffel bag. “I followed them up the gangplank. Not fresh.”




  “Well, look who’s here,” Junior says. “I wouldn’t of recognized you with that head full of curls. Welcome home, David; or welcome back, anyway.”




  “Home, I hope, for a while at least.”




  David shakes hands with Junior, and then with Gus, who takes his hand in two of his own and holds it with deep affection and a measure of trepidation. You won’t mention it, David, will you? Gus pleads silently. It, or him; especially him. I know you won’t. I have to believe it.




  “You wouldn’t be headed over to the east side, would you?” asks David.




  “Well of course I am,” Gus laughs. “I came over to give you a ride, for Christ’s sake, you and your gear. Is there more than this?”




  “Another box of groceries and a case of beer.” David takes a second to look around him appreciatively: at the dozen houses built on the road in “town”; at the post office and store, and on the hill beneath the mountain, the high white steeple of the island church. “How the hell did you know I’d be on this boat?”




  “Maggie told me. She stopped me on the road.”




  “How did she know?”




  “I don’t know. You get your other boxes, and I’ll bring the jeep down. There comes Junior with your case of beer and his jug. I’d get that beer away from him right now if I was you.”
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  Gus’s ancient green-and-white Willys is as familiar to David, who has ridden in it almost every summer since he can remember, as practically anything he knows. The plywood covering the hole in the floor at his feet still lets dust in around its edges; the seat cushions are still decomposing and are still covered with blankets; the driver’s side windshield wiper is still missing–where the hell would you find a windshield wiper for a ‘50 Willys?–and the interior still smells of used oil, sweat, rubber, bait, and a fresh whiff of spruce from the two wheel chocks stored behind the seat.




  Driving through town, they wave at Skeet in his porch rocker. He lifts a hand in response. They pass a young woman in the doorway of the post office who catches David’s eye; she is wearing shorts, a flannel shirt open at the throat, and a white ball cap that can’t contain the reddish hair spilling onto her back. When he turns his head to see her better—so many freckles!—he finds that she is watching him too. She smiles slightly.




  Gus says, “Humph.”




  “Do you have telephones down here yet?”




  “Telephones?” Gus asks. “Hell no.” As the Willys gains the top of the steep town hill, clouds cover the sun again and Gus takes off his sunshades. “You watch,” he says. “When we get around to the east side there’ll be a thick of fog offshore. The wind’s backing to the east, and that’ll bring it in.”




  David nods. “Then how did Maggie know I was going to be on the late boat?”




  “I don’t know,” Gus says. “The Pringle girl, Meredith, saw you in the grocery in Stonington, and when she came home on the noon boat she told Leah in the post office, then Leah told Maggie when she came for her mail, I suppose. I don’t know.”




  “I should stop and see Maggie,” says David.




  “She won’t expect you until tomorrow. She’ll let you get settled in first. Your mother wrote that you were coming sometime in early June, so Maggie and mother opened the house and cleaned for you.”




  “They didn’t have to do that, I could have…”




  “They did it for your mother, then.” Those two and others down here, Gus thinks, would of liked to do something more to celebrate your safe return, after two years, from that ungodly goddamn dog-shit war, but they didn’t do any such thing because they knew I couldn’t of stood it: they think it would of sent me back into that dark corner. And it would of.




  Gus turns down the steep gravel road into the cove and shifts into first gear to save wear on the brakes. The thick, tangled oaks in the cove are showing early green. The dark creek they cross twice is up and running, the sky is still, and, as Gus predicted, a thick fog bank looms in the east. They pass Maggie’s little gray house, the cove and Gus’s boat, the Betty B., asleep on her slack mooring line, and turn uphill to cross the meadow to the Harper house, whose pale yellow seems even duller in contrast with the bright explosion of the huge forsythia in the dooryard. Gus turns the Willys around in the drive and gets out to help David unload.




  “Just set them here,” says David. “I’ll carry them in. Can I buy you a beer? It was cold an hour ago.”




  “No thanks, maybe next time,” says Gus, who suddenly seems physically uncertain, as though he is going to bump into something or stumble while standing still. He looks away, then turns back to David and proffers a hand, which David takes, smiling.




  “Welcome home, David,” Gus says softly, then does an abrupt about-face, fumbles into the Willys, and drives away.
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  In her west window, from which the sun has just withdrawn its light and warmth, Maggie Bowen sits wrapped in a plaid blanket in her wicker chair. A weighty poetry anthology lies open in her lap, and her reading glasses–the pair with archaic little round lenses that she bought before the war and has kept in a felt case, scratchless, since–rest on the end of her nose. Her eyes are closed, the better to see, and she sits upright in her chair. The Willys has just passed, returning from dropping off David up the cove road. Maggies eyes are shut to see him, David, again, for a closer look.




  She did not expect the curls, nor that the breeze in the car window would set them in such soft motion. Now, on second sight, she decides she likes them and smiles to think how surprised she was at first sight.




  What must Gus think, she wonders. What did he say when he saw that hair? Probably nothing, but he will certainly tease David mercilessly when he feels comfortable enough with him again; tease him as he always has, playfully, but with a purpose.




  Though he has not said so, Maggie knows that Gus has awaited David’s arrival with both dread and hope. He dreads the prospect of seeing David daily, alive and well and growing into a man while his son, John, is dead and in the earth. He fears that David will ask about John, how he was killed, and rip open the wound that nearly killed the father along with the son.




  They say that soldiers don’t like to talk about their experiences; if that is so for David, having him around, perhaps even taking him on his boat as a stern man, which Gus badly needs, will be a blessing for him. Remorse is memory awake, though, as Emily Dickinson says, and the best grief is tongueless, but it might soothe Gus some to talk a little about his loss; perhaps a cautious whispered memory at first, a sweet silly little incident recalled to open the valve of grief and guilt just a tad. Killed in Hue, the Imperial City, for God’s sake; it sounds like a cruel fairy tale.




  David’s poor mother, such a fragile thing, sounds in her letters so overwrought with worry about him that she might leave the professor to his own sabbatical and come back from France to hover closer to David, or she will ruin the sabbatical with her worrying. She has been afraid for him since he chose to stay in Vietnam with his natives, as she calls them, for a second year, and lost his pretty fiancee as a consequence. She was afraid for him when he came home–so confused, so angry, she said, so hermetic. She was afraid when he dropped out of college without finishing the semester, acting like a resentful outcast, or so she said. Now that he has come down here to the island, to live alone in the house, she is afraid that he will never be able to recover and cope with the world at large. Perhaps he won’t. Maggie wonders why David or anyone would want to, but she will try to coax him back to college as his mother asked, and she will enlist Gus to help, as she promised. But not yet. Let him rest, she thinks; let him settle in; let him find his own way.




  Her guess is that he wants to rediscover a perfect island world that no longer exists. It did once, in a way, and Gus will assure him of that, but now it is all gone, the good with the bad. It certainly never existed in the way that David must remember or dream that it did: a place he remembers as a carefree child playing among the rocks in the cove, paddling in the skiffs at the town float, catching mackerel in a world of perfectly protected innocence; a place that he would like to recapture as a refuge, a sanctuary from the war and bitter disappointment and betrayal upon coming home. Now, Maggie believes, he is hoping to reconstruct his two years in an unclean jungle fortress living and fighting with savages into something gentle and sublime, transforming the Heart of Darkness into The Swiss Family Robinson to protect himself from tormenting memories. God help him.




  And here comes the fog again. She should have known when the trees were still for so long. Another chill night and morning; another delay of the lilac’s bloom. But it will be nice having someone else in the cove; someone new but familiar; someone nearby in the night. He’ll have eaten some of the ginger snaps by now, found the cold milk in the icebox as well. Settling in, sniffing about, getting a little fire going in the stove as she should do. Sanctuary. Maggie wonders how he will get on with the other newcomers, especially with the schoolteacher’s husband, who tells such horrifying, bloodthirsty stories about his experiences in Vietnam that even the men in their cups cringe and slip away. Perhaps David will avoid him as Gus does.
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  The house that Davids parents bought from Maggie Bowen in the early 1950s is still called Ava’s house by the natives of Barter Island, especially those on the east side of the island, who sincerely mean that they still consider it to be Ava’s house, though the Harpers have owned it for nearly twenty years and Ava, the last of the Coombs family to live there, has been dead for thirty. When Davids father, the distant professor, insisted that they add a family room with a fireplace and a master bedroom above it, his wife was equally insistent that they restore the original house exactly the way it was in its heyday. She maintains Ava’s wicker chair, draped with her afghan, as a sort of shrine in the front parlor window.




  The house sits on a slope above the cove and is fronted by a long, wide meadow wrapped around by stone walls. Behind it, the ground–granite out-croppings and a thick spruce forest–continues to rise to the cliffs on the northern end of the island’s east side. On the edge of the granite precipice sits the little cabin that Ava’s brother, Walter, built for a retreat the year before they both died.




  Relishing the cool evening silence, David decides not to run the generator but lights the kerosene lamps in the kitchen and parlor instead. When he lights the wall lamp over the sink, he notices that the calendar is blank but for today, June 6, which is filled with his name and a question mark. The fog has brought in the rich salt smell of the sea and a stillness that comforts David, calms him. He moves slowly, unpacking the boxes of groceries and arranging the kitchen. When he is done, he pries open a beer with the Pepsi-Cola bottle opener on the wall by the door and eats a couple of ginger snaps. He leans Maggie’s short welcome note up against the little vase of forget-me-nots, thinking that he has been welcomed more here on the island than any place he has been in the six months that he has been back.




  He lugs his duffel bag up the narrow staircase and plumps it onto the bed in the little room that he and his brother shared in summers. He remembers how he loved lying in this bed under the eaves listening to the steady night rain on the roof or the murmur of his parents’ voices downstairs. He remembers how he liked to linger on cold and damp mornings reading under the covers while his brother slept curled up beneath the slanting eaves. But now the room seems confining, close. The view from the only window is of the rise of boulders, stumps, and trees beneath the shoulder of the hill behind the house, and it makes him feel uneasy, leaves him with a strange but somehow familiar sense of discomfort, even dread. He shakes it off with a dramatic little shiver, smiles at his foolishness, then descends the stairs to explore the rest of the house.




  The old parlor and new family room have been swept and dusted and–he sniffs–undoubtedly aired out by Maggie and Leah. They have laid a fire in the fireplace, which he will light later against the fog and chill, and the woodbox has been filled. He remembers interminable Monopoly games with his brother–and parents, too, sometimes–on the lobster-trap coffee table between the couch and the fire; hot chocolate with marshmallows; whispered stories about old grandfather Amos’s ghost risen from his grave under the oaks to visit the cabin and the cliff where German spies murdered him. David lifts a framed photograph from the shelf and wonders at it. It is of him in his army greens on the parade field at Smoke Bomb Hill, and it is the day he was awarded his Green Beret. How young he was; how fucking gung ho and naive. He places the photo facedown on the shelf.




  He opens another bottle of beer, takes a handful of kitchen matches from the dispenser above the stove, then goes out the front door to sit on the stoop, smoke, and watch Gus’s boat and skiff sway on their moorings. But the fog, which has only begun to come in, is just thick enough to hide the boats and the water beyond the meadow, so he starts down the path to the wharf and cove, cigarette and beer in hand. He thinks of the girl in the post office doorway; that she is tall, that she must be in her mid-twenties, and that she is probably not summer people as it is so early in the season.




  Every evening at this time for almost two years, he walked Neang from the compound to the shrine at the canal on the outskirts of the hamlet. At first he walked with her as a courtesy, a bodyguard against local communist guerrillas who might want to punish her for working for the Americans, or “enlist” her to serve as a porter, a messenger, or even a soldier. She wore the same cotton shirt and pants every day, her hair bobbed to just below her ears, and her feet slapping in plastic sandals. She did not tease and tickle him like she did Byrnes and Ski in the team house kitchen, but she sang American pop tunes with him, quietly, as they walked. You know the gypsy with the gold-capped tooth. In his second year, she sometimes held his hand and swung their arms softly.




  He was armed with his .45 and was usually shirtless. She carried leftovers from the evening meal in a red plastic basket, and she smelled of detergent, spices, and sweet-scented hair oil. On evenings when she knew that her mother was visiting her aunt in Ap Moi and might see them when she came walking home, they waited for Chau Sinh to bathe at the well, then he accompanied them, chaperoned them, in his sarong with a carbine over his shoulder. When Chau Sinh and Neang spoke in Khmer, Neang translated for David; when he and Neang were alone, they spoke a patois of Khmer, Vietnamese, and English that the Americans and Khmer in the outpost used. In his last months, David carried a cold beer with him, and they often stopped to sit on the stone steps of the little shrine to watch the sun go down over the distant Cambodian mountains that were getting more crowded every day with North Vietnamese regulars massing to come across the border. Neang sat close to him, her shoulder against his, once in a while her head resting there. They talked in simple sentences built from three languages about her dreams to go to school in Saigon, her fears for her family and village, her love of dancing. He tried to explain why the American Special Forces were leaving, why he could not stay. He said that he wanted her to go to America with him. Although she said that she would like to but must stay with her family, he knew that she would not like to, and wondered if she would like America at all if she did. He wondered if he would.




  On the wharf, he flicks the lighted end of his cigarette into the water and pockets the filter. Off to his right, on the top of the high granite outcropping in the mouth of the cove in front of Maggie’s house, he thinks he sees movement, something dark and thick, bear-like in silhouette. He remembers that Maggie sometimes sits out there in the evening under a blanket to watch the flash of Mount Desert Light, but tonight it is too foggy to see the light, and the shape he sees is larger than Maggie. If it is Maggie, there is someone under the blanket with her. But when he moves uphill toward the house and looks back, he sees the shape move again, and he sees that it is Maggie, alone, who is standing and turning to go back inside out of the foggy cold.




  TWO




  A year or two out in the open, on the water, nothing closing in on him, ought to cure him of that.




  –Gus Barter




   




  Gus pours half of the boiling water in the kettle over his breakfast dishes in the sink, then the other half into his thermos, where two fresh tea bags wait to be steeped. He visits the outhouse–no need for a lamp as the sun has nearly risen–and moving quietly to not wake Betty, he returns to the kitchen to wash, shave, and make up his lunch. Today Gus finds his favorite, pimento loaf, in the fridge and peels two slices from the plastic package. He slathers a slice of bread with mayonnaise, lays down a slice of pimento loaf, slathers that with mustard, lays down another slice, and slathers that with mayonnaise before he wraps the sandwich in waxed paper. He cuts a wedge of Boston cream pie and wraps it, then adds a bruised banana from the bowl on the table to his dinner pail before he closes it. In the mudroom, Gus remembers to change the newspaper padding in the soles of his fishing boots and to sprinkle mustard powder into each to absorb the pain in his arches. When he has donned his jacket and flannel cap, he thinks to go back in and give Betty a kiss for remembering to buy the pimento loaf, but he decides not to disturb her and lets himself out of the house without a sound.




  He parks the Willys at the top of the hill above the cove, walks downhill, crosses the creek, passes Maggies well as he crosses her lawn, then cuts through the tall meadow grass on the path that he re-creates every spring with repeated use. This morning the dew is heavy, and Gus’s black rubber boots are glistening wet to his calves from the drooping timothy on the sides of his skinny path. The sun is just peeping above the horizon beyond the cove; the tide is coming and will be for two more hours. The sea is very nearly flat calm, and what little breeze there is is southwesterly: the finest kind of morning for setting out traps.




  Aboard the Betty B., Gus blinks at a pair of shags on the ledge who have opened their wings for drying in the slanting morning sunlight, then starts up the Chrysler V-8 to let her idle and see how she sounds. He watches the swaying eelgrass in the clear cove water and remembers the story of his great–great–uncle Henry Coombs who was said to have walked ashore from out here in the middle of the cove, his head bobbing just underwater, pushing aside eelgrass, in fulfillment of some witch’s prediction. Gus shakes his head smiling, thinking that his grandfather, who told him that story, believed in ghosts and was said to converse with them regularly. He thinks that he misses his grandfather as he misses his son, John, and he quickly shuts them both out of his waking mind.




  As he brings the Betty B. in alongside the wharf and ties off the bowline, he notices a pair of leather boots and jeans and looks up to see David standing behind the stacked traps. David is smiling; his hands are tucked in the front pouch of a hooded sweatshirt, his curls flattened by a blue wool watch cap.




  “You could of said something,” Gus scolds. “You nearly scared me to death. Here, take this stern line, would you, if you can remember how to tie a hitch.”




  “I guess so.” David handles the line gingerly but ties it right.




  “What’s the matter with your hands?” Gus asks.




  “I blistered them the day before yesterday turning over my garden, breaking up that goddamn sod. It’s been a while since I worked with my hands.”




  “College will do that to you. Since you’re standing there you might start handing me over those ballast stones,” Gus says. “I want to ask you why you quit college, but I won’t. There, those flat ones first.”




  David hands two flat brick-sized stones at a time, feeling his blisters stretch and split as he spreads his hands to hold the stones. He thinks that the remark about college and not asking means that he, David, should refrain from asking about a certain other tender subject, though he might want to.




  “I finished putting in the garden yesterday. I wonder if I could go along with you today and help out. I’d really like to get out on the water.”




  “Didn’t I see you clearing brush up around the cabin the other day? You’ve been busy.”




  “Sure, that was me. I’ve cleared most of the spruce behind the cabin too. I’ve been sleeping up there these last few nights. I really like it; it’s open, up on the high ground, clear to the sea on all sides but one. I noticed that you don’t fish the shore along the cliffs in front of the cabin; those are your waters, aren’t they? Did you ever fish along there?”




  “You can start handing me traps,” Gus says, gesturing at the stack. “Those ones first. No, I haven’t ever fished along there; no one has in a long time. A Stonington guy tried putting a string in there a few years ago, but I tied him off; he took the warning. They’re light, aren’t they?”




  “Jesus, I guess so.” David hefts a trap over his head with ease. “I’ve never handled traps that weren’t already soaked. Is it because of what happened to your grandfather on the cabin cliff that you don’t fish there? Out of respect for him?”




  “Not out of respect, I don’t think. It’s just that I don’t like being there, that’s all.”




  “I can’t count how many times I’ve told that story in the last few years: him murdered by German spies, about you and Maggie and the depth charges. People say it’s bullshit.”




  “It is, but it isn’t either. He was up there one night–the Coastal Picket–keeping a lookout for U-boats, and he slipped and fell. Hand me those traps from that row there. We only have room for five more. You’re talkative today, aren’t you? You ought to go make yourself a lunch if you’re coming out with me. You must of lost twenty pounds since I saw you last.”




  “I don’t want to hold you up,” David says.




  “You’ll want a lunch.”




  “If I get hungry I’ll have some of yours.”




  “Like hell you will. Come on aboard.”
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  Two miles wide and six miles long, Barter Island lies north to south off the mid-Maine coast. With the exception of a few islands–York, that was once inhabited but is now populated by sheep–and other high, bare outcroppings that are nesting islands and rookeries for seabirds, Barter Island is the last piece of land before open ocean. The waters off the east side of Barter Island are prime lobstering grounds and are fished primarily by Gus Barter and Junior Chafin, who are the last male scions of their respective families and inherited their fishing grounds from their ancestors, Cornish fishermen who claimed them in the early 1800s. Their claim to these waters, where they set out their traps in strings of ten, is not legal but is sanctified by tradition and protected by violence if need be. In midsummer, when the lobsters come clambering in from deep water to the rocky coastline to find a crevice or cave to hide in while they shed their shells and grow others, and then crawl out, famished, the first baited traps to welcome them more often than not belong to Gus and Junior.




  “Maybe you should throw a line over the traps.” Gus has been watching the pyramid of traps on the stern as he steers with one hand and opens his thermos with the other. “They’re dry and it’s going to breeze up some with this coming tide.”




  David starts to the stern, glad to have something to do.




  “Take this line.” Gus tosses him a short coil. “Snug but not too tight would be best. If it’s tied too tight, one might squirt out of the middle and take the whole stack overboard with it.”




  As they pass the southern point of York Island, out of protected waters and into the tidal rip toward open sea, David stands in the middle of the deck in the chill morning sunlight, relishing the vastness of the open sea beyond, the lifting breeze and chop, and the isolation. There is no one in sight on the water, there is little chance of encountering strangers, and best of all, there is no chance of being surprised by anyone.




  As they set the southern string at ten fathoms, David puts two or three ballast stones in each trap, baits it, ties it shut, and waits for Gus to raise his forefinger before he tips the trap over the washboard and watches it slowly sink. Gus curses the third trap: it does not have enough weight and drifts farther north than he wants it to before it sinks. David is lulled by the rocking of the boat, the rhythm of the work, the sun in his face.




  On the way back to the cove to pick up another string of traps, David would like to sit out on the transom, but he does not want to look like a tourist, so he stands under the house with Gus.




  Steering with a raised knee, Gus pours a cup of tea. “If you want some, there’s plenty. There’s a porcelain cup down below; it’s white.”




  “No thanks.”




  They ride in silence. David remembers days with Gus on the water when he was a boy. He remembers the summer when Gus’s son, John, left to join the army and he, David, filled in as Gus’s stern man. He remembers how puffed up he was when his parents or other summer people saw him coming into the cove on the Betty B. and cleaning up the boat after a day of hauling traps. He remembers how large he felt in his high rubber boots, how important.




  Gus pours another cup of tea and dumps the tea bags overboard. He remembers that when he and his brother Melvin were kids they read somewhere that Iroquois boys practiced for war by shooting arrows at one another and slapping them aside before they struck flesh. He remembers how he and Melvin practiced doing the same in the meadow with blunt arrows and how he, Gus, got quite good at it. Today he thinks that he is doing the same thing: slapping aside arrows of memory launched by the presence of David, who was not only a friend of his son’s but was also in Vietnam. The arrows that come straight at him–John baiting a trap and pushing it overboard–are easy to deflect; those that come unexpected, from an angle-that David might talk about what violent death looks like and sounds like–are harder to slap aside, but Gus remains alert, determined not to be pierced.




  “There’s Junior.” Gus nods toward the starboard bow and steps out behind the house to raise a hand in greeting to Junior at the wheel of Myrmaid several hundred yards to the east. Junior does the same.




  “He’s alone. I wonder where his stem man is, what’s his name?”




  “Simon Cooper.” David says.




  “You know him?”




  “I’ve met him. We’ve talked a little a couple of times at the store. He’s wound pretty tight. It feels like he’s liable to start throwing punches any second.”




  Neither man mentions that it is commonly believed by islanders that Simon Cooper bristles and spins and sputters like a Tasmanian devil because of his horrible experiences in the war. Neither man aboard the Betty B. this morning wants to be reminded of terror and fury. They are silent as they dodge those arrows.




  “He’s been here two years, and you still don’t know his name,” David says. “Jesus.”




  “You’ve been here two weeks and you already know everybody, it seems–all the new ones.”




  “I haven’t met the McGregors. I’ve seen her a couple of times, but I haven’t seen or met him.”




  “You could of seen him five minutes ago if you would of looked. In Eaton Cove, in his garden, digging.”




  When they return from the cove with a second pyramid of traps on the transom, the wind has stiffened. David stands on the starboard side watching the shoreline slip by, waiting to pass Eaton Cove and see the McGregor house and perhaps Eliot as well. Gus sticks a broom handle in the wheel to hold it and steps back to tug at the pyramid lashing to be sure that it’s secured well enough for the increasing sea.




  The warps for the second string of traps are set at fifteen fathoms. Gus throws the boat out of gear and steps back for a look around. His last buoy in the first string is one hundred yards closer to shore, and Junior’s string of blue and white buoys is well off to the port side. Gus nods to David who pulls the top trap down to the washboard.




  “What was that flash? Did you see that?” David points astern of the Betty B., where nothing is visible. “Oh, of course–sun on a windshield. I’d forgotten.”




  “That’s probably Roger Weed from Stonington, setting out traps past the York Ledges. He’d be setting out down here if he dared to. Junior thinks him and his uncle are going to try it again this year. There are too many Stonington boats, and they’ve bought too many traps. They’re desperate and they’ll fish our waters if they can. They know me and Junior don’t have sons or even nephews to inherit our waters. They’re like turkey buzzards dancing around a half-dead dog in the road, pecking at him when they can, just waiting, and not too damn patiently either.”




  It is late morning when they finish setting the second string parallel to the shore. The tide is at flood, the breeze is southwest at ten knots, and the sun is high over the mountainous ridge of the island’s spine. Gus steers into the lee of The Battery, a rugged, slanting wall of brownish granite that stretches for one hundred yards just off the island shore. Out of the wind, David sheds his cap and sweatshirt and basks in the sun and breeze, thinking how far sweeter this is than the steaming heat of the airless rice paddies. It was here at The Battery, he remembers, where he caught his first mackerel, in this boat, when he was something like twelve years old.




  Gus, who sheds neither his cap nor his flannel shirt, taps the Betty B. out of gear, cuts back to a low idle, and goes below, saying that he does not want to shut her off so early in the season for fear that she might not start again. He returns with a bottle of Jim Beam and two cans of Coca-Cola hugged against his chest. He gives David a porcelain cup and a hand line.




  “You might bait that and throw it over. There aren’t many flounder anymore, but you might get a fair-sized mackerel in here. I’m going to make myself a little something to drink. How about you?”




  David would like that very much. He baits the large hook and lowers it overboard, jigging it, while Gus pours them a half-cup of bourbon and an equal amount of soda, then stirs the drinks with a wooden claw peg. He returns from a second trip below with a short stool on which he perches, legs crossed and recrossed, toe tucked behind ankle, within reach of the gear shift and throttle lest they drift too close to The Battery while he drinks. David sits on the washboard, with the line in one hand, and his cup in the other. The sweetened bourbon goes down nicely, and in empty stomachs the first cup warms and spreads and softly glows when it finds its way to their faces. David smiles seraphically at all he sees around him. Gus pulls out part of his undershirt and cleans his glasses, looking vague-eyed and vulnerable without them.




  “I got something!” David sets his cup down and stands to haul in his line. It is a flounder, brown and two-eyed on one side, pale and eyeless on the other. The fish is weighty and well over a foot and a half long. He unhooks it and hands it to Gus, who drops it into a bucket.




  “He’s a nice one. You almost never see a good-sized flounder like that anymore. There’s no better-tasting fish,” Gus says, pleased. “We caught that one on one drink; let’s see how many we can catch on a second drink.”




  David lets the weighted hook strike bottom, then draws it up a foot or so, jigging it with his index finger. Well into their second cup, Gus begins to tell the story of how old Dennis Eaton nearly bled to death when he fell with a gallon jug of rum and sliced his wrist open. David, who remembers the story well, listens with pleasure, as Gus punctuates each sentence with a chuckle, anticipating the punch line.




  “He said when they finally got him to the hospital they pumped two pints into him, a Christly quart of blood, and didn’t he feel invigorated with all that young blood in him? He recommended it to old Virgil Gross as a kind of elixir.”




  They laugh and shake their heads appreciatively.




  “Not getting anything here? I’ll move us over closer to the rocks, and we can try it there while we finish this drink.” The tiny spider–webs of capillaries on Gus’s cheeks and nose are flushed crimson.




  David drops his line back over and knocks back half his cupful. He sits in the sun jigging his line and thinking that he would like to drop a hint that would launch Gus into one of his stories about the Coastal Picket and the lighthouse crew and the battle against the U–boats long ago, familiar stories intoned by Gus as fond memories on which David could sail, not back to the old days, but to the careless days when he and young John listened to the same stories on this deck, in the fish shack, riding in the Willys. But he senses that Gus does not want to break the companionable silence in which they sit now, that he has fallen silent because of one memory, and that he cannot or will not brook another of any kind. David scratches a kitchen match to flame on the washboard and lights a cigarette. Light it up! He shakes his head abruptly, as if trying to wake himself and begins to pull in the line.




  Passing Eaton Cove this time, riding in a strained silence that he does not understand but will not question, David sees the McGregors. Eliot is at the edge of a large, fenced-in symmetrical garden beneath a huge rock maple, apparently digging, but upon closer inspection David sees that he is turning over a mound of loose soil. His wife is carrying two buckets that pull her shoulders earthward. As they pass close to the open shore of the cove, Eliot looks over his shoulder at the sound of their engine, and Gus waves. Christine McGregor sets down one of her buckets and waves back. Her husband, whose expression reminds David of Ebenezer Scrooge, does not.




  “I guess it’s true that he’s not too friendly,” David says. “She seems nice enough.”




  “She dresses like a man, dungarees, short hair, that feed cap,” Gus observes. “Still, she has nice teeth.” Gus is not watching the cove recede as David is.




  “That’s not all that’s nice-looking about her,” he says. “She must be twenty years younger than him.”




  “They eat nuts and berries and plain oats in a bowl,” Gus tells the windshield. “He preaches against eating meat or fish or eggs or lobsters. They don’t use money except to buy fuel for his truck. They eat carrots and spinach, roots and leaves, and probably bugs too. Christ,” he scoffs, “what’s this world coming to? They pay their taxes with rhubarb? What’s happening to our island?”




  “Hippies that work. Brown ricers,” David says.




  “What?”




  “If they don’t use money, how did they buy that house and land?”




  “Hah.” Gus is sarcastic. “That’s another story. They both went to high-toned colleges. You don’t go out of your way to live poor if you aren’t rich, do you?”




  David has no answer. He feels that he is somehow responsible for Gus’s shift from a laughing delight in the day to a smoldering anger that he has never before seen and cannot comprehend.




  As they turn into the cove, Gus says, still to the windshield, “I’m going to have my lunch here at the wharf before I head back out. You don’t have to go with me if you don’t want to. I’ve handled these traps alone for years. You’ve got other things to do.”




  “No. I’d like to go with you, unless you don’t want me to.”




  “Well, why don’t you go up the hill to the house and make yourself a sandwich. We’ll load back up after we eat. How’s that?”




  “Good,” says David. “You were right. I am hungry. I’ll be quick about it.”




  [image: ]




  Fat Albert, the 1946 Chevrolet truck, has been without doors for longer than anyone, including its owner, Fuddy McFarland, can remember. Tonight Fuddy and his lifelong companion, Skippy Groth, are riding in Fat Albert to the party in Bill’s workshop on the west side of the island. There is a sweating six-pack of Ballantine Ale in tall cans on the seat between them. Fat Albert is coughing and rattling its way up Bridge Hill in first gear.




  Fuddy and Skippy live together in their father’s house–they are cousins with the same father–in Squeaker Cove on the southern end of the island. Though they have not washed or changed their clothes or shaved for the party, they have dribbled a little of their late father’s scented hair oil onto their chests beneath their undershirts. They are both of late middle age, but Skippy, whose cleft palate and lip are made hideous by four remaining teeth, two on top and two below, still has the heart and mind of a boy. Skippy’s speech is so garbled, so bubbling, that he would sound the same if he were trying to speak under-water, and only Fuddy and a couple of others can understand him fairly well. He and Fuddy may be related, but they do not look alike: Fuddy is tall, thin, and clumsy; Skippy is stocky and surprisingly agile. Fuddy has tiny eyes and a sharp nose and chin that seem to be tending toward one another; Skippy is round-faced and bug-eyed. Fuddy still has his teeth, but they are so begrimed and encrusted with mold that he appears toothless from a distance; his breath reminds his friends of rancid clam broth. They make good money digging clams primarily because of Skippy’s ability to hear clams that are hidden in the mud; for this people like to call him gifted, a term the men use for Fuddy as well, but for a different reason.




  At the top of Bridge Hill, Fuddy lets Fat Albert coast a bit to catch its breath, and Skippy pokes him and points ahead at David who is walking along the side of the road carrying a six-pack. Fuddy pumps, then applies the brakes, and Fat Albert squeals to a stop next to David, who has turned. It is the summer solstice, and at nearly 9:00 P.M. it is still light enough to see that David is smiling.




  Fuddy waves David into the cab, and Skippy moves to the middle of the seat with the six-pack in his lap. David has seen Fuddy several times since he has come back, but this is the first time he has seen Skippy. With one foot on the running board, David, who smells of Old Spice and shampoo, reaches for Skippy’s reluctant hand and shakes it as he climbs onto the seat.




  “I haven’t seen you in years, Skippy,” David declares. “You look just the same as you did in ‘66. No, better.”




  Skippy, delighted and frightened, averts his big blue eyes and covers his mangled mouth with his hand.




  “I told him you was here,” Fuddy says. “You wouldn’t have a cigarette, would you? I been out all day.” Fuddy has his eye on the pack of Marlboros in David’s shirt pocket.




  David knocks out four cigarettes for Fuddy and offers one to Skippy, who shakes his head.




  “Thanks,” Fuddy says. “They make him dizzy and being dizzy scares him.”




  David scratches a kitchen match on the dash, cups it, lights Fuddy’s cigarette and his own, then asks Skippy, “You going to the shop party or to the library?”




  Skippy is confused, but Fuddy laughs. “The liberry? Ha ha. Skippy don’t dance, but he likes to watch and he likes the music. Hey Skippy?”




  David thinks that he has hardly seen the cousins in almost five years, and he had forgotten how ripe they are close-up. Theirs is a unique fragrance, a potpourri of intestinal gases, decaying vegetable matter, used motor oil, body odor, and rotting bait. David is reminded of the open sewage ditch behind Ba Xoai village.




  Past the gravel pit, they round the bend in time to see the rays of the disappearing sun on the pink underbellies of the clouds and to see two more pedestrians walking westward. They are two of the three hippies that David saw the day that he arrived, who he thought, and heard, had left the island weeks ago.




  Fuddy stops beside them. “Hullo. You want a ride?”




  “Right on,” says the bearded one. He laughs happily. His hair is loose and hangs to his shoulders but does not stir in the breeze.




  His companion is the girl whose adorable buttocks David followed up the gangplank his first day on the island. She too has loosened her hair, and she too smiles brightly. She is wearing a loosely fitting cotton peasant dress of many colors that is gathered about her ample breasts and puffed full in the sleeves.
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