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    At least I know that many spirits live,


    And circulate among us at odd times;


    I don't know why they come; perhaps they are


    The bashful ones who hate to leave the earth


    Like folks we know that never leave the town


    Where they were born—and I incline to that;


    They tended children when we went away,


    And now I think they’re taking care of us.




    —“Cyrus” Wilbert Snow


  




  
PART ONE


  


  Drums Along the Rum Run





  

    President Roosevelt: “Enemy ships could swoop in and shell New York; enemy planes could drop bombs on war plants in Detroit; enemy troops could attack Alaska.”




    Newsman: “Mister President! Aren’t the navy and air force strong enough to deal with anything like that?”




    President Roosevelt: “Certainly not.”




    White House news conference,


    March 2, 1942


  




  CHAPTER ONE




  MISTER KEEN, TRACER OF LOST PERSONS WAS SCRATCHY, FAINT, and raspy—washing ashore, drawing back out. Amos knelt in front of the radio’s walnut console and caressed the dial, listening closely, his head cocked like that of a wary bird. But all he could get was the Jell-0 jingle receding into the distance behind a dying hiss of static.




  “Open the window,” Uncle Lew used to say, “so’s the radio waves can get in.”




  “Waves, hell,” muttered Amos. “It’s the batteries.”




  He lit a lamp, unlatched the trapdoor, and let himself carefully down the steep cellar steps. In a house that old, everything was a size too small for a man built like him, especially stairs and ceilings. He stood on the dry plank that spanned the muddy cellar floor and stooped over to check the wires and the liquid levels in the big blue battery jars. While he topped them off, some twenty in number, his lamp heated a hole in the cobwebs above the shelf. That done, he headed back upstairs.




  Amos did not care too much about hearing The Tracer of Lost Persons—they would repeat the episode on Thursday— but he did not want to miss the news and Walter Winchell. He planned his supper around Winchell’s report to, “Mr. and Mrs. America, and all the ships at sea.”




  He lit two more lamps and carried them to the table by the radio for the brightest meal. What he wanted was a fresh codfish, soaked and baked in milk, and potatoes—white food. Instead, he made some biscuits, filling the house with their thick smell, fried some bacon and eggs, and sat down in the lamplight to listen.




  Headline News was scratchy and weak, too, so that once in a while he had to stop chewing to hear. As on every night in the months since Pearl Harbor, there was one piece of bad news after another, with something hopeful saved for the end.




  The destroyer Kearney had been torpedoed south of Iceland.




  Walt Disney had announced the release of a movie about a baby elephant that flies with his ears to save his mother.




  The island of Malta had been bombed again, for the five hundredth consecutive day.




  But the RAF had dropped bombs that weighed two tons each on the German defense works in Essen, and . . .




  The destroyer Roper had sunk a German U-boat in the Chesapeake Bay.




  While a woman sang the Palmolive jingle, Amos mopped up the last of the yolk with a biscuit.




  “How the hell can an island stand up to bombing like that, for more than a year, from the whole German Air Force?” He talked with his mouth full. “Could they even surrender? How? Wave bed sheets at the bombers? Christ.”




  He drained the full cup of cold tea in a gulp and stood up facing the radio, one huge pink speckled fist opening and closing on a shriveled lemon he had taken from his pocket without noticing.




  “That’s bad all right. Sure, go ahead and sing, soap woman. It’s bad, but we haven’t seen the worst yet. What about the merchant ships coming up the coast, the tankers on their way to Halifax? Unarmed and full of oil?”




  Amos cleared the table, turned off the radio, then snuffed one lamp and turned the other down before setting it in the window. Pulling on his heavy wool coat, still damp in the shoulders, he stepped out onto the front stoop and sat down in the gray twilight with a toddy of sweetened water, lemon, and a generous three fingers of dark Demerara rum. A lone gull scaled over the bare oak, cried, then turned out toward the sea.




  Amos’s house was the smallest of the four in the cove, separated from the others by a high granite ledge and a thicket of spruce beneath which were laid to rest almost everyone who had lived in the island cove since great-great grandfather Stillman Coombs, a Cornish man, sailed in and planted himself in 1802 with an ox, a bride, and a fishing boat. Stillman’s wife, Experience, would hold the long iron drilling pole while he struck it with the sledgehammer—one strike, one quarter turn of the drill in the granite, another strike—to cut blocks for the house and barn foundations. Experience gave Stillman four sons. Sammy, the eldest, built his own house, where Amos now lived, on a foundation as sound as Stillman’s.




  In the next two generations Stillman’s offspring built two more houses in the cove, along with three wharves, several fish shacks, and a store. When Amos was growing up, the cove was a busy little village of Coombses—cousins and aunts and uncles everywhere, horses and oxen and Model T’s, five fishing boats, and twice that many sailing peapods moored together. Grammy Helen had so many children that her husband slept on a cot in the store and called her the old lady who lived in a shoe. By 1920 most of the cousins had grown and moved off to the mainland, crowded out. Those who stayed, stayed forever. Experience Coombs’s grave, marked by a tall, white marble obelisk, stood in the center of the cove cemetery; gathered around her lay her sons and their families, still within her reach.




  Out in the cove, Amos’s boat swung slowly on her mooring, disturbed by the coming tide. He could hear a flock of small birds over toward the meadow. It was either the goldfinches or the grosbeaks, the first ones to stop on the island for a rest on their way north. Aunt Ava used to say that if the grosbeaks returned first the lilacs would bloom late, and it would be a raw spring with no time for painting boats. Or was it the goldfinches that were bad luck, he wondered?




  “Two goddamn tons,” muttered Amos as he tucked the rum bottle under his arm. “A bomb big as a trawler.”




  Normally his legs and arches pained him some at this time of the day, but not this evening. Even though he had a slight hitch from a twist in his hip, he walked and stood straight for a man his age; he was careful to do so. He knew that once a man who works with his back and hands starts stooping, he never straightens up—not after age forty, which he had already passed. He hummed the Palmolive jingle as he started up the road—at first patches of it, softly; then more of it, louder. Amos was not musically inclined; his neighbors used to tease him about how bad his singing was, but now it did not matter because they were all gone: Lew and Walter to fish with, Aunt Ava to take care of their appearances and manage everything above the high-tide line. One by one he had lugged them from their houses to the graveyard, leaving him alone in the cove, alone on the east side of the easternmost island in Penobscot Bay, with the high spine of the mountain between him and the rest of America.




  The moon would soon be over the horizon and then it would get clearer; the sea would darken to steel. Amos thought it should be a dry moon, but he could not remember. He went along the path, instead of the road, and as he neared the field below Ava’s window, he instinctively tucked the bottle inside his shirt, where it rode warm and sloshing, half full. The goldfinches saw him first and rose from the trees on the edge of the field in long draping ribbons. In the last evening light they were not as bright as in years past, but still he marveled at the dull golden mass in the trees and watched them speed alone or in groups across the field, where they settled in the bony sumac for the superior view.




  The path to the cabin on the cliff skirted Ava’s dooryard and led past Uncle Lew’s empty house. The blinds in the darkened windows were tattered now, so they looked like gray eyelashes on closed lids. No one had been inside Lew’s house for years and years, not since they went through it to remove the furniture. No one would ever go inside again, Amos thought: Let it stay empty and sink under its own weight.




  He kept up Aunt Ava’s and Uncle Walter’s house. He mowed the grass, pruned the fruit trees, patched the roof—even swept and dusted the inside in the spring. He had finished the preserves in the cellar long ago, but he still borrowed tools and kitchen utensils—borrowed and returned them.




  As Amos crossed her yard, he saw Ava sitting in her wicker throne in the parlor window. The light that revealed her seemed to come from the parlor door, but the parlor window was dark. He stopped, scared stiff for a moment, as he always was when this happened. Tonight she sat still, looking out at him over the rims of her spectacles as she had in life whenever he disturbed her at her tatting. She wore her nightcap, and her white shawl over her shoulders against the chill.




  For years she sat just like that at this time of day to watch for her brother Walter coming up the meadow path. If he approached the house like a man negotiating a heaving deck, she would berate him for drinking again and serve him a cold supper in silence. Finally Walter built the little cabin up on the cliff where he could go have another drink in peace or sleep off the ones he had already downed. Only a year after he built the cabin, Walter drowned outside the ledges below it. Amos was the one who found the boat going around in circles with Walter hanging on the washboard, stone dead and going black in the face. He had been a hefty, laughing man, Amos’s favorite.




  The bulkhead’s double doors lay open beneath Ava’s window, offering the dark, open maw of the cellar. Amos wondered if he had forgotten to close them.




  You left them open the day before yesterday, said the ghost. Her voice was low and strong; it seemed to issue from the cellar hole.




  “I thought I closed them,” Amos replied.




  The birds fell quiet at the sound of his voice.




  Maybe you’re getting old, forgetting things, she said.




  Was that twinkle from her eyes, he wondered, or the light where it touched her spectacles? It must be her spectacles, Amos decided; she’s dead.




  “Maybe I could blink and make you go away, or snap my fingers, like that.” He showed her.




  Maybe, but I doubt it. She smiled.




  You wouldn’t though. It was Walter’s voice, though he was not to be seen. You could always lie down and join us, as if you hadn’t thought of that already, he added.




  You could break your neck wandering around those cliffs in the dark, Ava warned. I notice you didn’t even bring a lantern.




  “That wouldn’t get rid of you, though,” Amos said. “Then we’d all be—”




  Certainly it would, she interrupted. What is it that keeps us here but you?




  “At least you two stay in one place. Uncle Lew, he wanders around everywhere.” Amos looked around in the increasing shadows. Was that something moving by the well?




  Lew’s lucky, came Walter’s voice. He always was.




  Ava glared into the dark parlor to shush Walter, but it did not work.




  Where you going with that lemon? Walter wanted to know.




  Amos opened his fist, surprised to find the half lemon still there.




  You’re going to have yourself a toddy up on the cabin porch. Walter’s voice was wistful now.




  “I might.” Amos put the lemon in his coat pocket and turned to go.




  What kind of a man talks to a radio? Ava resumed her tatting.




  “The same kind of a man that talks to ghosts.” He walked over and shut the bulkhead doors, as steady as a minister. The birds stirred in the trees on both sides of him and scooted over his head, lost souls flying across the darkness.




  It’s goldfinches that are good luck, and it’s not for spring, but for winter,; Ava said. You got them mixed up because you forgot that it’s the way goldfinches fly—falling, then flapping to rise up, then dropping and rising again— that predicts it won’t stay cold long enough for the sea to freeze. How you could think it was grosbeaks, and the spring, I’ll never know.




  Amos spat over his shoulder—she’d always hated that, and turned to leave.




  Go ahead, Ava said. Don’t listen to me. But remember what happened last time you went up to the cabin to sit at night. You believed what you thought you saw from there.




  Then you went and told everybody about it, said Walter. What the hell, Amos?




  “I only told Cecil, so he could report it to the mainland; he’s the constable now, if you remember.” Amos was sarcastic. He was surprised and hurt to hear Walter take her side.




  So he could also report it to the whole island, which already thinks you’re daft and laughs about how you live alone in a ghost town talking to shadows and guzzling rum. For pity’s sake!




  “So the hell what,” said Amos. If Walter wouldn’t stand up to her, he would. “Let them laugh. I saw an explosion. Like I said, it was like a kitchen match flaring up and then a smear of orange fire. Three points north of the lighthouse, maybe twenty miles beyond it.”




  Why didn’t the lighthouse report it, then? Walter had asked this before.




  “What makes you think they didn’t? Maybe they didn’t see it.”




  I hope you stay to home, Ava said, softer now.




  I hope you didn’t tell Cecil the whole of it, said Walter. About seeing the sailors in the water afloat and on fire. What was it you called them, bobbing torches? Seen them from more’n thirty miles away. After hearing that, who’s going to believe anything you say?




  Amos showed them his back and started home. He felt tired and resentful. They were the lucky ones. To them the cove was still alive with boats and people, the way it once was. Vergil was down on his wharf off-loading barrels of soused tripe and tubs of lard for the store. One of the children, his turn having come, was driving the oxen and cows in from the meadow. To them Japan was still a shiny black lacquer, and Hitler was a German version of Charlie Chaplin. No matter how hard Amos tried to explain what was going on in the present, they could not understand it. He was foolish to think that they could.




  When he poured another toddy on his front stoop, the rum was warm from the trip inside his shirt. The evening star flickered in the east. With another run of good days, he would have his deck painted and loaded with lobster traps, then he and the boy could start setting them out.




  Richard Snell gave the breakwater light a wide berth and steered into Rockland harbor. A big gillnetter, the Holly B., passed him to port with a wave from her skipper, and Richard cut back his throttle to dance in her wake. He blinked and squinted through his window, then wiped it clear with his sleeve. It had been seven months since his last run to Rockland—five since Roosevelt had declared war—and Richard had heard that the Coast Guard station was gearing up. He had not, however, imagined so much traffic and noise and confusion. The fishing boats and moorings had been moved out to make room for a huge, rusted dredge that ground and squealed as it loaded a deep barge with bottom mud. A quarry crane and its swarthy crew from Stonington was setting granite blocks for a new pier. Two Coast Guard cutters were rafted up at the far end of the town wharf; a third, tied alongside, was getting her hull scraped and painted by men in dungarees. A pile driver groaned, hesitated, then struck with a thud that Richard could feel in his deck planks. Where all these people had come from, he could not imagine.




  “Christ,” he muttered.




  He found Dennis Kehoe’s Kingfisher moored north of the sardine factory and drifted in alongside her. Prentiss Phinney, his full gray beard stained brown around the mouth by tobacco and rum, threw Richard a line and watched while he tied it off.




  “I almost didn’t recognize the place,” said Richard. “What a god-awful mess. You’d think—”




  “You have lobsters?” Phinney spat and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.




  “Yes, but not many this early in the season. You got my rum? It’s good to see you, Phinney; it’s been a while.”




  “I guess it has. We saved out two cases for you. Come on aboard.”




  Phinney hauled up Richard’s first lobster crate and helped him up after it. Dennis Kehoe stood in the door to the wheel-house wiping his hands on a blue rag. The Kingfisher was a lobster smack out of Boston, one of the few still operating on the Maine coast in the spring of 1942. She bought lobsters from outlying fishermen and sold them in the city. Dennis also carried Demerara rum from the Barbados to sell to the lobstermen on his route. Demerara was the favorite among the older fishermen. They had inherited a taste for it from their grandfathers, who once bought it in small wooden barrels from schooner captains. Dennis did not go any farther east than Rockland until later in the summer, so Richard bought Demerara from him there to sell to the fishermen on the islands in Penobscot Bay. The younger fishermen were satisfied to drink blended whisky or thinner rum, but the old ones still insisted on Demerara: it lingered sweetly on the tongue and spread through the whole body to ease back pains and loosen cramped legs.




  Dennis Kehoe had inherited the Kingfisher and its customers from his father, with Prentiss Phinney thrown in. Dennis had inherited his father’s looks too, but the blue eyes had lost their kindness and the wide mouth its easy smile. He avoided Richard’s outstretched hand by holding up his own, still wrapped in the oily rag.




  “You just caught us,” he said. “We was about to pull up bumpers and head home. You got two cases of rum. We thought we’d have to sell them in Boston.”




  You weren’t going to wait for me the way your father would have, Richard thought, or offer up a cup of rum to celebrate the trade.




  Phinney weighed one of Richard’s lobster crates and poured the skittering contents into the smack’s watery hold.




  “Save out a half dozen from that second crate, if you would Mister Phinney,” said Richard. “They’re for my friends here at the Coast Guard station.”




  Phinney grunted in reply and set about packing the empty crates with rockweed and then rum, two bottles at a time.




  “The bad news is that the rum’s up 15 percent this time,” said Dennis. “The good news is that lobsters are up 10 percent.” The Kingfisher’s skipper seemed to be looking at something perched on Richard’s shoulder as he talked. “Butter’s up more than 50 percent, if you can get it.”




  Richard lifted the flannel ear flaps of his hat and tied them together on top while Dennis wrapped a rubber band around a wad of bills and tucked it into the pocket of his overalls. “A lot of people are using the war to get rich,” Richard said.




  “If you mean me, you’re mistaken,” said Dennis. “I’ve joined the navy. Phinney here will be making the runs from now on.”




  “I didn’t mean you. I’d join up too if I was your age. I guess me and Phinney can keep this trade going until you get back— us old fellows, eh, Phinney?”




  “Step onto your deck, and I’ll hand these crates down to you,” Phinney said. “I’ll be back the first Friday in June.”




  “Maybe next time you won’t be in such a hurry, and we can have a drink or two the way we used to.” Richard took the crate by its rope handle as it slid toward him over the boat’s washboard.




  “Perhaps we will,” Phinney said.




  Richard knelt on the seat of his skiff, facing the bow so he could see where he was going and rowed cautiously through the harbor’s boat traffic to the public landing. His long johns and shirtsleeves were pushed up above his elbows, revealing the bulging forearms of a man who had hauled heavy traps hand over hand for twenty years. He pulled and sculled his way through a confusion of other skiffs and tied off. The sun had gone down behind the distant hills leaving the noisy harbor in shadow. But at what seemed the exact second that Richard set foot on the pier, the dredge’s dozens of mounted floodlights were switched on as the vessel took its place for the night shift. Two Portuguese quarrymen were fixing dog-toes to a granite block, while a third—a darker, older man in a leather muffin hat—smoked and watched. Richard knew the crew was from the Crotch Island quarry at Stonington; he did not recognize any of them but thought they might know him, so he nodded in their direction as he swung the heavy gunnysack over his shoulder. Then he started for town, eager to get away from the howl of the dredge and the awful pounding that made him wince.




  The bar at the Harbor Inn was just barely lit by imitation ships’ lanterns with little bulbs inside them. The place was dark, and when the door swung shut behind him, it was quiet too. The only two customers, both young men with slicked-back hair and baggy trousers, were seated at the bar watching Reggie Lombard as he exchanged their empty beer bottles for full ones, and poured their shot glasses full. Richard set his gunnysack on the floor at the end of the bar and took the stool next to it. The drinker closer to him watched him, then looked over his shoulder at the sack on the floor.




  Reggie said, “Look what the cat drug in,” and brought Richard a cold draft.




  “This is the only quiet place I’ve been all day,” Richard told him.




  “You wait,” Reggie said. “In an hour, when the day shift’s over, you won’t be able to hear your own voice in here.” He motioned to the empty tables with a folded newspaper. “Half of them will be your Portagee friends from Stonington. They make more money here than they do on Crotch Island, and they spend every penny of it, too.”




  “They’re not my friends,” said Richard, licking foam from his upper lip. “My friends are white.”




  “Portuguese are white,” Reggie said. “They wouldn’t be coming in here if they weren’t.”




  “You’d call Mexicans white if you could sell them a drink.”




  “You haven’t changed a damned bit.” Reggie resumed his seat on the stool by the cash register and disappeared behind his newspaper. Someone had written “Loose Lips Sink Ships” in lipstick in the corner of the mirror behind the bar. Richard thought of the red lip prints on Iris Weed’s coffee cup.




  “Whatcha got in the bag there, cap’?” The nearest drinker had turned toward him; the other watched their reflections, only partly interested.




  “Seaweed,” Richard said.




  “He looks like somebody that would be carrying around a bag of seaweed,” the other man sneered. He let smoke drift out of his mouth and inhaled it through his nose.




  Richard would have said something if he had not noticed the headlines on Reggie’s newspaper. A destroyer had sunk a U-boat off the coast of North Carolina. No German survivors. The long-awaited dawn of Victory in American waters.




  “You mean to tell me they finally sunk one of them submarines? How’d they do it?” Richard asked.




  “You just found out? Where’ve you been? It’s all anybody’s talking about,” said the nearest drinker.




  “I’ve been lobstering is where I’ve been.” Richard glanced over at the man then turned back to Reggie, whom he had been talking to. Reggie was looking at Richard over his newspaper.




  “They say the ship was a destroyer that sank it with gunfire then finished it off with depth charges. Off of Cape Lookout. Most of the Germans had abandoned ship and was in the water, but the depth charges killed them. It’s about time they got one. Now maybe—”




  “What’s that then, one submarine for how many merchantmen sunk in the last couple of months up and down the coast— several every day?” Richard slid his empty mug toward Reggie. “People stand on the pier at Atlantic City and watch them blow our ships to blazes; the lights of the amusement park give the U-boats a clear silhouette. It’s disgusting. What do we have, one destroyer for every twenty U-boats? And them building more every day.”




  “And we are too.” The near man had turned toward Richard. “That destroyer was the Roper, one of the new Wickes-class flush deckers, radar equipped. There’s two more just like it coming off the ways at Bath right now.”




  “How do you know so much? You guys in the navy?”




  “Coast Guard. This is Ed Murphy. I’m Dave. Dave Jones.”




  Murphy nodded at Richard’s reflection.




  “I’m Richard Snell.” He and Jones reached across two stools to shake hands.




  “Snell?” said Murphy. “That’s a goddamned German name isn’t it?




  “It’s an American name.” Richard’s voice went flat. “My people arrived in this country two hundred years ago. They were farming on land they bought from the Mohawks a hundred years before your people gave up digging potatoes and came over here, Mister Murphy. My grandfather moved back east, to Maine, and he fought in the Civil War with the Deer Isle regiment. Don’t go calling me a German.”




  “Snell? That means slow, doesn’t it?” asked Murphy.




  “That’s schnell, and it means fast, or quick, for your information.”




  “Snell rhymes with smell. Dick Smell.” Murphy laughed.




  “Goddamn you.” Richard set his cap on the bar and stood up.




  “Cut the shit, Murph,” said Jones. He held up his hand to Richard. “Sit down, cap’. Don’t pay any attention to him. He gets nasty when he drinks. Let me buy this next one, bartender; we’ll drink to the crew of the Roper.”




  One of the lobsters in the gunny sack flapped his tail in a last desperate attempt to escape. Richard stirred the sack with his foot to quiet the critter but only disturbed the others.




  “Would those be lobsters in that bag, cap’? How many you got?” asked Murphy.




  “They would be,” said Richard. “There’s six of them.”




  “Would they be for sale?”




  “They might be.”




  “What else you got in there? I mean that sack looks pretty hefty for just six lobsters. I thought I heard something clink when you kicked it just now. If you’re looking for customers, you found them.”




  “Not in here,” said Reggie. “I don’t want anything to do with this.”




  Richard lifted the gunnysack over his shoulder and led the way out the side door, thinking that the son of a bitch would pay in dollars for his smart-ass remarks. Behind an old flatbed truck that rested on cinder blocks, its tires gone, Richard set the sack down in the gravel and untied it. He drew out one bottle, pulled a strand of rockweed from its neck, and pointed to the label.




  “This is Demerara, from Guyana. You won’t find rum this good in any barroom. There’s four bottles, at ten dollars each.” He slipped the bottle back into the sack. “The lobsters are sixty cents.”




  “How big are they?” asked Murphy. “Show us one.”




  Richard fished around for a fair-sized lobster and held it in front of Murphy’s face, so close the critter could smell his hair oil. The lobster waved its war claw and climbed in the air on its skinny legs.




  “We don’t have that kind of money,” Jones said. He bent down and picked up the sack. “But since we’re in the service, you can call it your contribution to the war effort. Here, just drop that one in with the others, Dick Smell.”




  Murphy was laughing when Richard drove the lobster—legs and claws first—into his face with all the force he could muster. The Coast Guardsman fell backward, his throaty cry muffled by crunching shell and squishing flesh. Richard drew back the lobster for a second blow again, but Jones caught him with a fist to the temple, and he collapsed to his knees. He saw Murphy on the gravel next to him, covering his own face with bloody hands. Richard felt another blow to the same side of his head, then another on his cheekbone, then nothing more.




  Amos opened the fish shack door with his foot and turned the trap sideways to get it through. He had taken off his shirt and unbuttoned his long johns in the warm shack, but out on the wharf, where he added the trap to the top row, he shivered all over like a wet dog, rolled down his sleeves, and buttoned up his shirt. It was cold for mid-May and unusually clear. From the way his boat was riding on her mooring the wind appeared to be westerly, but Amos knew it was northwest by the cold forest smell of it; light northwesterly winds like this one often got baffled by the mountain and the high cliffs around the cove, coming across as westerly by the time they got to his mooring. Still, he thought, it was christly cold and bright, more like late October.




  He counted thirty-nine traps in the tiered stack of those with their warps cut to fifteen fathoms. One more fifteen, he thought, then he could start on the tens for inshore fishing. Since the boy had started to go lobstering with him, he had taken better care of his gear. He tucked his hands into his armpits and allowed himself some satisfaction in the sight of the freshly painted buoys and their warps tarred and coiled inside each trap. The new oak laths and bows with which he had replaced the weaker ones gave the old, weathered traps a sturdier look. Amos decided that he’d build the last fifteen brand new, from the bottom up, and set it out first for good luck.




  The two windows over the workbench in the fish shack looked out over the wharf and the cove, facing south to collect the light and warmth of the sun. Amos laid out pieces for a new trap frame on the bench. He lifted one of the heavy oak runners and sniffed it.




  “This batch is pretty green,” he said out loud.




  Uncle Walter did not answer. He was standing at the bench, resting his bulk on a tilted stool. He did not like to sit because he overflowed the stool and his ass hurt him. The sunlight made his hair look extra red and his body look hazy. Walter’s attention was fixed on something out the window.




  A boat was approaching from the south; Amos had not heard it because it was downwind. It was Richard Snell in the Lucille, and he was cutting back the throttle as he came into the cove. He had not been out lobstering, and he had no business down in Head Harbor, so he must be coming from Rockland with the rum. Amos had expected him yesterday and had watched for him, but today he did not feel like talking to Richard, or rather listening to him talk about his new Chevrolet engine and his hotshot friends in Stonington.




  Amos opened the damper on the stove so Richard would not see smoke and tie up to the wharf.




  Christ, you’ll roast us to death, Walter said.




  Amos reached through Walter for his old spyglass and perched on the stool in the shadow under the drying buoys, where the Lucille’s skipper could not see him watching.




  Richard tied up onto the far side of Amos’s boat, which— on a whim—he had named the Tuna. He did not step out onto his deck and hail the cove or even look around as he usually did. At first Amos could only make out Richard’s shape and his red flannel cap in the wheelhouse, but as he stepped over the washboard onto the Tuna, the breeze swung both boats toward shore and put Richard—full bodied and face first—into Amos’s view. The lobsterman held four bottles of rum pressed against his chest and carried two by their necks in his free hand—only six quarts instead of the eight Amos had ordered. But it was Richard’s face, not the number of bottles, that made Amos gasp. One whole side was swollen like a ripe pumpkin and was the pale purple color of a sheep’s intestines. His right eye was lost in a little black hole, and his lower lip was puffed out like that of some Africans Amos had seen in National Geographic. There was a row of black stitching over his eyebrow, and another followed the border of his nose from bridge to nostril. Richard ducked quickly into the cabin of the Tuna.




  He looks like a goddamned jack-o-lantern, said Walter.




  “Jesus what do you suppose happened to him? He must have mixed it up with somebody and gotten the raw end of it. He’s only wearing one mitten; I wonder what that’s covering up,” whispered Amos.




  Richard came up out of the Tunas cabin and plucked the envelope from its clothespin on the bulkhead next to the wheel. He stuffed it into his jacket pocket with his left hand without bothering to open it and count the money. And, Amos soon saw, he did not leave any change, and he did not come back aboard with two more bottles. Richard took money for eight quarts but left six, and he roared off at full throttle, rocking the Tuna with his wake as if to remind Amos how tippy and unseaworthy his little boat was.




  Amos lowered the spyglass.




  “Now isn’t that a goddamned Snell for you. Poachers and crooks, all of them. His uncle still has those two wrenches he borrowed, what, twelve years ago? Richard’ll say that prices went up again, so six costs the same as eight. He’ll say he gave me a deal. Tonight we’ll drink a toast to the guy who fixed his face that way, by Jesus.”




  Richard ran a broomstick through the spokes of his wheel to keep it steady and unwrapped the linen bandage on his right hand. Of the dozens of cuts on his fingers and palm, only the one just below his thumb had been deep enough to take stitches. The swelling had gone down, but the hand still throbbed when he moved it, and the cuts from which he had picked pieces of broken shell still stung. He wished he had seen that Murphy’s face before he had blacked out; he hoped it was mashed up like deviled ham. In fact, Richard hoped he had put at least one of his eyes out with a spiny leg. The son of a bitch wouldn’t be eating lobster for a while, at least not one of those they stole. Richard smiled and winced when his face moved.




  He bent over the washboard, scooped up a bucket of salt water, and stood soaking his hand, watching Barter Island recede over his stern. It had been six years since Richard and his mother moved off the island and bought a house in Stonington on Deer Isle. When the bridge over Eggemoggin Reach was built, connecting Deer Isle to the mainland, Lucille said she wanted to move up there, where she could get to a doctor when she needed one and to the hospital if she had another fall. He bought her a little house near her friend Claire, on Hill Street, and lived with her there—except during the lobstering season, when he stayed overnight often at their old house on Barter Island.




  It was not until after they had settled in Stonington that he realized how isolated and backward life on Barter Island had been. No movies. No electricity except for a few who had generators. No running water. No telephones. In Stonington he could take Lucille for Sunday drives—to Bucksport or to Southwest Harbor to watch the sailboats. When he was not at home, she had a phone to call her sister or the doctor if anything went wrong or if she wanted to gossip with her friends. Tonight he would wait until it was dark so nobody would see his face when he went into Stonington Harbor; he would call her from the town landing and say he had engine work to do and would be late. Maybe by morning the swelling would be down, and it wouldn’t scare her so much. He touched his fat lip with his pinky.




  When Richard came around Merchant’s Island and drew within sight of Stonington and the quarry, he saw Cecil Barter’s store boat coming toward him and cursed his luck. Cecil was loaded with groceries from the mainland, and Richard had no doubt that he would want his rum.




  “My God, Richard. What happened to you?” Cecil stood bug-eyed, holding onto the Lucille s washboard with his gaff. Richard had never before seen Cecil surprised.




  “I got robbed in Rockland. Robbed and beaten.”




  “How? By who? What did the police do? Who sewed you up?” Cecil was First Selectman on Barter Island, a deacon in the Congregational Church, and a glutton for news of improprieties.




  “I got jumped in the alley behind the Harbor Inn, the bar. It was three guys, strangers; they followed me out. They took six bottles of Demerara and a dozen lobsters. Two of them grabbed me from behind, but I got a good lick in on one of them; I bashed his goddamned face in with a lobster.” Richard held up his wounded hand.




  “Mercy. And you didn’t report it because of the rum. The wages of sin,” intoned the deacon. He clucked his tongue and straightened his tie. It was just this posture of moral authority that Richard knew so well and had wanted to avoid this afternoon, of all times. He had suffered it at town meetings when he had lived on the island, then heard more just recently in America First committee meetings in Stonington. There Cecil had presided, preaching in high-toned indignation against American involvement in the European war, as if he was Lindbergh himself.




  “I was unconscious,” continued Richard. “Reggie Lombard, the bartender, he took me to the hospital. I don’t know who it was that sewed me up. The ones that robbed me got away, the bastards.”




  “And people complain that we don’t have barrooms in this county,” said Cecil. What he did not say—and did not need to— was that one of those complainers was standing right in front of him with a face that looked like spoiled meat.




  “We don’t have barrooms in this county because the county is run by women,” Richard grumbled.




  “There aren’t any women in the county government,” said Cecil. “I know that for a fact.”




  “Then the men running it are taking orders from their wives like everybody else in this sorry state does,” Richard said. “Do you want your rum? You didn’t pull me over to pass the time of day. Ten quarts.”




  Cecil nodded and took the rum, two bottles at a time, stowing them under a box of canned peas. He did not drink it himself but kept a few bottles in the back room of the island store to sell to fishermen for a fair profit. He hated dealing with Richard Snell, hated himself when he was polite to the man, as he was now. He had heard that Snell had ties of some kind to the German-American Bund, a bunch of shady fellows in Deer Isle. Worse, Richard reminded him of his own father—an unwashed, ignorant, opinionated man.




  “Did you make a delivery to Amos?” asked Cecil. “I haven’t seen him in two weeks; I don’t think anyone has.”




  “I delivered his rum, but I didn’t see him. He was watching me though, I could feel it. He gets queerer and queerer. If he wasn’t your father-in-law, I’d say he was daft, living in a ghost village all alone—miles from anybody—peering out of windows and talking to himself or maybe even to the dead.”




  “I don’t have any cash on me,” said Cecil. “I can give you a slip of credit for the store, or an IOU.”




  “I’ll take the IOU.” Richard knew the storekeeper had the cash; he just could not stand parting with it. To pay Cecil back for the wages-of-sin sermon, Richard wondered aloud about Amos as the two boats drifted apart.




  “What’s he got in that cove? Four or five houses, two wharves, and a coupla hundred acres of good land. He ought to sell it—all but his house—or pass it on to Leah and you to sell if you want; he doesn’t need money. She shouldn’t have to wait for her inheritance till he dies.”




  “You ought to put an ice pack on your face when you get to your mother’s; that’ll bring the swelling down,” Cecil replied.




  The storekeeper pushed the boats apart and opened his throttle. He was glad he had mentioned Amos, whose mere existence galled Richard so. But it made him cringe to think that Richard knew so much about Amos’s affairs, that he was so interested. Like Cecil’s own father, Richard Snell was the kind of man who discovered other people’s weaknesses and filed them away for some future use, some profit, or some meanness.




  CHAPTER TWO




  WHEN AMOS CROSSED THE YORK LEDGES INTO OPEN WATER, HE swung the Tuna’s bow into the wind and cut her back to half throttle for a look around. The sun had risen a hand above the horizon and was still a hazy orange. The air was brisk but on so clear a day, when the breeze was light and coming off the mainland, it would soon be warm enough to shed his mittens. There was not another boat in sight, not a soul, just as he had hoped.




  In a couple of weeks there would be plenty of lobster men, a dozen or more, setting out traps in the waters off the east side of the Barter Island; there would be men from the west side, and more and more were coming each season from Stonington, as well. Years ago, when there had been five Coombs boats fishing in these waters, no one contested the family’s ancestral claims to the best lobstering grounds: the deeper, sandy-bottomed area between the Black Horse and Fog Island early in the season, and more important, the rocky shore along the Battery and Boom Beach, and in the Turnip Yard later in the season, when the lobsters came in to shed. But this year, he had heard, the Stonington men were grumbling that he claimed more territory than he needed with just 250 traps. At the garage in town the boy had overheard Melvin Brill telling somebody he was going to move two strings of his traps into the Turnip Yard this year; to hell with Amos Coombs.




  If he does, thought Amos, he’ll get the same reception his father got twenty years ago when he tried it.




  Amos had to stand on tiptoe to take the top trap down from the pyramid he had built on the stern. These traps had twenty-fathom buoy lines, and he would set the first string of ten in a line running north to south, where the bottom was sand and eel-grass. When the lobsters started to come crawling in toward shore, the oily herring bait would draw them into his traps, and when the Stonington men started to set out their gear east of the island, his buoys—red and yellow and freshly painted—would be there to mark his territory. The first trap that he set on the washboard was sturdy oak like the rest, and having dried out all winter long, it seemed as light as an empty well bucket. He placed two smooth ballast stones, each the size of a splayed hand, in the bottom of the trap; hefted it; added another stone; then baited it, tied it shut, and spat on it for good luck. In moves made so many times they had become instinctive, he pushed the throttle forward, nudged the trap overboard, and watched the coiled line at his feet as it ran out. The trap floated for a minute, tilting slightly, then slowly began to sink. Being so dry and light, it would travel some in the current before it settled on the bottom, but Amos had allowed for that. In two weeks the trap would be waterlogged; then he could remove the ballast stones, and it would sink straight down on its own.




  When he had finished setting the second string, he cut her back to an idle, brought his stool up from below, and poured himself a little drink. From his dinner pail he plucked a bright blue hard-boiled egg that he held up between thumb and forefinger to examine before he cracked it, peeled it, dunked it overboard for the salt, and chewed it appreciatively.




  He hadn’t heard them until they banged on his front door, he remembered. He never did. He had fallen asleep with a Sears catalog open in his lap, so he had not noticed Leah’s Chevy turning around up on the road or heard her when she and Gus tiptoed across the gravelly dooryard. When the banging snapped him out of sleep, he knew immediately what it was; he opened the door, took the May basket from the knob, and shouted into the darkness: “Leah! Gus! I know it’s you! Come back here. I caught you this time.”




  He heard them giggling in the spruce by the creek bridge. He smiled to imagine his girl, Leah—more than thirty years old, with a husky teenage son—scampering around in the dark like a kid. While he looked through the contents of the little woven basket—two blue eggs in a sphagnum nest, a bouquet of swamp buttercups and forget-me-nots tied with a red ribbon, a block of fudge in waxed paper—he wondered once again if she knew that it had been a May basket that had led to her being born and had led to a decade of misery for him. But she didn’t know, he thought, and she never would. Perhaps if her mother had lived longer, she would have told Leah, but he thought not. Why would she mention it to her daughter when she never said a thing about it to him, the boy who chased her into the Turner graveyard after leaving a basket on her doorknob. What would she say? That two weeks after her sixteenth birthday she and Amos lost their virginity in a cemetery? That their first coupling was clumsy, fully clothed, messy, and over before they knew it had begun? That she, Leah, was born of such an unpleasant experience? That she was named Leah because Leah was the weak-eyed, unwanted daughter?




  Amos shook his head and unwrapped the fudge. He did not like the way his engine was idling, with little in-sucks as if it was catching its breath; he resolved to adjust the butterfly choke when he went in to pick up another load of traps. Riding the coming tide and helped along by a light southerly breeze, he had drifted within sight of the cove. He shook the teabags out of his thermos and—still sitting on the stool for the sake of his legs—turned toward his wharf.




  • • •




  He pushed the last trap of his second load overboard in midafternoon. He had thought that he might finish this early, so he had brought along the box of seed packets and three bottles of rum that he had promised Jake Gardiner, the keeper at Mount Desert Rock light, eighteen miles out. He had only known Jake for about ten years, since he took the keeper’s job, and he rarely saw him. But as Maggie said, Amos had an “affinity” for Jake, which, she explained, meant that Amos enjoyed his company. It was true. When the lighthouse tender from Bar Harbor made its spring delivery, it carried a load of topsoil with which Jake and his crew filled the crevices in the rock around the keeper’s house, shallow troughs that had been washed clean by winter storms. They planted a vegetable garden by the house and put in flower gardens all around the lighthouse; the flowers, which were Jake’s great pleasure, took the hard edge off the bare little rock in the summer. The rum, Amos thought, would do much the same for Jake.




  If he ran the Tuna at three quarters throttle, he could be out to the light and back by dark, or close to it. The weather was calm and clear, there were no signs of the wind backing to change that, and the moon would be nearly full.




  Three years before, when the Coast Guard had taken over the Lighthouse Service, Jake had been offered a commission as Chief Petty Officer and had accepted it. His assistant keeper, Gooden, a Gloucester man with a mouth like a shit house, had not been invited to join the Coast Guard but had stayed on the lonely rock anyway. How Jake, a man who kept himself and his lighthouse buffed and polished and in Bristol fashion, could stand the nasty Gooden, Amos did not know. But with the handing over of the station to the Coast Guard came a 600-meter band radio and Seaman First Class Ernest Morales from Boston to operate it. A handsome, laughing young man with perfect white teeth and an irreverent, big-city manner, Morales was a hero to the boy, who would be sore that he had not been with Amos for this visit. Jake had once told Amos and the boy that Morales was hornier than a three-peckered billy goat, adding that the Coast Guard had sent him out to Mount Desert Rock as a courtesy to the police departments in the major cities of the East Coast and as a way to protect the female population of the entire region. This claim made Morales shine and made the boy gaze at him in admiration.




  Out past Amos’s fishing grounds, eight miles from the lighthouse, the sea gave over to low rolling swells. He passed over Grumpy Ledge and knew the bottom was dropping off to three hundred feet. The sea beneath him was black and dark as night; without the shore to give him some perspective, his boat seemed tiny on the water’s huge, blank surface.




  When he was young, Amos asked Walter why some people kept their houses so hot in the winter: the older the person, the hotter the parlor. Those rooms were stifling. Walter said that such people had had the chill. Once the cold gets into you, he explained, once it seeps into your bones, the chill is always there, and you cannot get warm enough ever again. Walter told his nephew that he, too, would have it one day and understand. Since then, Amos had had the chill, of course—more than once—and his uncle was right: once it set in, it was with you for life. What he did not know at the time, but had learned later, is that the fear of the water works the same way. Once you have had the feeling of complete helplessness, the awareness that only thin planks stand between your feet and the horrible deep darkness beneath, once you had that, it never went away. The older Amos got, the worse it grew, especially in deep water or threatening weather. He could make excuses, but he could not get rid of the fear; he just had to live with it, like the aching arches and the deepening cold in his bones. When the boy was with him, he could hide it pretty well; when he was alone, it was the only thing out there with him, and it was damn poor company. There was no point in complaining about the fear to the ones already gone; cold and dark and death didn’t mean a thing to them.




  Amos held onto the Tuna with both hands. The boat was round-hulled and quite tippy; she was fine for inshore waters, but out at sea she was awfully hard to handle. She bobbed around like a cork, and if Amos did not run along a trough the right way, she would not steer at all.




  He heard a low groaning noise—or felt it in the planking under his feet. Amos thought there was something wrong with his engine and stuck his head in the cabin door to listen. But the sound, or the feeling of sound, was all around. He came up and looked out again to see a shiny black pipe rising straight up out of the water, making its own little wake, not more than a hundred yards to starboard. The sea moaned and lifted beneath him, raising his little boat on a slow, sinuous swell. Then the rest of the giant machine broke the surface in a splash and heave of water. First he saw the conning tower of the submarine, then the deck and glistening black hull, as it surfaced and steamed south by east away from him, as indifferent as a passing humpback.




  Amos ducked beneath the gunwale and on his knees watched her sail away. The sub was a German, he knew, and it was huge. After the vessel had been up on the surface for a few seconds, it let out a great gushing blowing noise, like a sleek, black iron whale. Amos shivered in terror and stared, his mouth wide open, his bowels loosening dangerously. Pushing the Tuna up to full speed and making for the lighthouse, he never took his eyes off the sub as it shrank out of sight on its way offshore.
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