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  To my mother and father




  1




  THE LITTLE BOY SQUATTED contentedly in the warm muddy spot in front of the barn, eating a cracker and savoring its crisp saltiness. He was eighteen months old, sturdy and round-bottomed in his dark blue overalls and the blue sweater that fitted so beautifully over his hard little stomach. A yellow bang escaped from his helmet and lay on his forehead, almost touching his blond eyebrows; beneath them his blue eyes bent a benign and judicial gaze on the large drake which stood before him.




  The drake, a mallard whose father had been wild, stared at the cracker. “Qua-qua-quack,” he said whisperingly. A small neat brown duck joined him. Together they looked at the cracker and whispered polite hints. The small boy, who was very perceptive, broke off a piece and offered it. They were happy, the three of them, in the sunny, sheltered barnyard. The sun struck an iridescent blue-green glimmer from the ducks’ feathers. The same sun brought out the kinglets and crossbills and chickadees to chatter in the tops of the spruces and hang upside down from the top branches. The golden horse on the weather­vane above the barn gleamed and flashed in a sky that was soft with blowing plumes of white on a blue as clean and shining as the boy’s eyes.




  He was a peaceful little boy. For the moment his world was this; the deliciously soft, sun-thawed mud around him, the courteous voices of the ducks; the chickadees, the golden horse veering in the wind that blew over the tops of the spruces, and the never-absent sound of the sea. The sea was not in sight, for the boy was bounded by the house, the barn, the woods, and a field with more forest beyond. But the sound of the sea had been in his ears always, since he was two weeks old; and perhaps it had reached him in the secure and ancient dark where he had lived before he was born.




  His father and mother watched him from the back doorstep. Though the month was March, they had brought their afternoon coffee outdoors, for there was no wind here behind the house, and the sun fell warmly through the bare lilac bushes that edged the walk. The bushes were thick and rough with age, but their knotty, slender branches made a clear and delicate pattern on the wide planks that had come many years before from a shipwrecked schooner.




  Safe from the cutting edge of the wind, the air here had a certain promise of freshness, not definite enough to be spring, but more of a reassurance that spring would sometime come. The fragrance of the coffee blended with it.




  The boy’s parents sat on the end of the doorstep, their long legs stretched out before them. His father, Nils Sorensen, had finished his coffee and was smoking his pipe. He was thirty-seven years old, a slim, sparely built man; he was not so tall, perhaps, as his brothers­in-law, but his body, in cleanly faded dungarees, flannel shirt, and rubber boots, had as much agile ease about it as it had ever had, and his eyes, watching his son, were as sharply, disturbingly blue as his wife had always known them to be. The years rested lightly on Nils Sorensen, and always would; it seemed as if he had never been without a certain, finely carved maturity in his face, and it had merely grown deeper and more sensitive with time.




  He watched his son, and his wife looked fondly at the back of his neck, wondering why it should touch her heart so much that Nils’ blond hair grew in the same sort of drake’s tail that Jamie’s did. . . . She had been Joanna Bennett once, and the Bennetts were all tall, with broad shoulders and narrow flanks, overpowering laughter or despair, and an odd charm in their black eyes that seemed alien to Maine; though it amounted practically to a coastal tradition that no Bennett could retain his health and happiness for long away from the red rocks and wind-tormented spruces of their island. Joanna was like the others, tall and supple with glossy black hair brushed back from her face, a warm dark skin under which the blood made rich color; her eyes were almost black under clear-etched brows like wings, and her spacious Bennett forehead was marked with a widow’s peak.




  There was a certain likeness between her and her husband; in their strong jaws and the firmness of their lips. Joanna laughed easily and often, her lower lip had a rich fullness, but in composure she showed the years of pride and self-reliance that had made her the woman she was now, at thirty-five.




  As for Nils . . . he smiled now, suddenly, as the mallard left off being polite and took the cracker from Jamie’s fingers. His smile was a Sorensen smile, not as quick and ready as a Bennett smile, for the Sorensens had never had as much to laugh at in childhood as the Bennetts. But it lit up his face with the warm steady glow of a lamp as compared to the lightning-flash grins of his brothers-in-law.




  He got up slowly, and the sun struck off glints from his blond head. “Come on back to the shop with me, Jo. Bring Jamie.”




  She put up her arm, lazily, and he pulled her to her feet. “All right. You call him while I take the cups in.” She went along the walk into the sun parlor, moving with erect ease in her comfortable saddle shoes, tweed skirt and cardigan. The Sorensens looked like two healthy, intelligent, and happy persons. Which we are, Joanna told herself stoutly, putting the coffee cups in the sink and adding another piece of birch to the stove. As happy as anybody can be during a war.




  She took a jacket from behind the door—it would be cold walking down to the harbor—and remembered how many times in the last two years she had slipped on this jacket to walk down to the harbor with Nils, because the Coast Guard boat had come to take him back to duty. But this afternoon they were simply walking down to the fish house. He’d had a ten-day furlough; something out of the ordinary, because he’d never had anything more than a seventy-two hour pass since he’d enlisted. He told her the Lieutenant Commander at the Base thought he deserved it.




  “Well, I should think so, too!” she said hotly. “After all, you’re practically the only man they’ve got left who knows these waters—and will you tell me why only boys from the Middle West seem to get put on patrol duty here?”




  Nils had smiled and said they had to be stationed somewhere, and his crew were darn’ good kids, even if one had come from a sheep ranch in Utah and hadn’t known how to row, and another one came from the mountains somewhere.




  “Oh, I don’t care!” Joanna had exclaimed happily. “Anyway, you’ve got a whole unexpected ten days, and so we’re lucky—and we’re darn’ lucky that nobody else does know these waters the way you do! Maybe they won’t send you away from Maine at all!”




  She hadn’t been selfish in hoping that. It was simply that she had two brothers in the Pacific, one on a destroyer and one on an LST, and knowing how she worried about them, she didn’t see how she could endure the even more intense worry about Nils. Besides, his function here, skipper of a patrol boat whose run was anywhere that he might be sent in Penobscot Bay, was extremely important. There was much going on outside the rim of the bay and the Islanders realized it, although they had grown used to the shudder of the ground from depth charges, and the furious rattle of windows from not-too­distant firing of destroyers and cruisers.




  When she went out Jamie was coming across the barnyard, lifting his small rubber boots with deliberation.




  “On the double!” said his father, and Jamie hurried, his somber face suddenly transfigured with deliberation.




  “See the boat?” he demanded.




  “Not today, Tyke,” Nils said cheerfully. “We’re going to build some pots.”




  That was almost as good as seeing the Coast Guard boat. These departures were never hard on Jamie; almost his first words had been “Bye, Papa!” and he accepted everything as a matter of course, and had a fanatic adoration for the Coast Guard boat and its crew. But building pots was fun, and he could have a hammer to pound with. He reached up for his father’s hand.




  They went around the corner of the house that Nils’ grandfather had built, neat, white, steep-gabled, and passed by more lilac bushes. These were white lilacs out here at the front door. Then they came out past the end of the spruce windbreak Nils’ grandfather had planted after the house was finished, and the northwest wind blowing up from the harbor tried to take their breaths away.




  The field was a tawny brown now, but in a few weeks the path would be showing green, and the grass would be growing tall around the well. The harbor was a bright, eye-hurting blue overlaid with shifting silver this afternoon, the boats rolled at their moorings, and a little edge of surf chuckled and tossed at the base of the red rocks that walled the harbor’s curve.




  Beyond the long island of Brigport, a mile to the north, the sky gleamed like a thin, polished shell of pale turquoise with a mysterious light behind it. It was one of the days when the Maine coast shone like a jewel.




  The wind was a knife, but it was the wind that had brought this day. Joanna refused to lower her head to it as they walked down to Nils’ fish house.




  It was warm in the fish house, with the sun streaming in from the long low windows over the bench, and a fire of driftwood and lath ends dozing along in the oil-drum stove. The sound of the water muttering under the little wharf and surging up over the pebbled beach so nearby added to the snugness. The war seemed to exist only in another world, when Joanna could watch Nils working at the bench. He had spent most of his ten days building pots to add to her brother Owen’s string. Owen fished his own gear, to which Nils’ pots had been added, and the income from those traps belonged to Joanna.




  It was always a pleasure to watch Nils work, even if he didn’t talk. He moved with such smooth, unwasted energy, always at the same competent pace.




  “I’m glad Owen hasn’t got in from hauling yet,” she murmured peacefully. “He’d be in here slatting around . . . and this is so nice. Nils, when it’s like this I almost feel as if the war might be over tomorrow . . . it seems as if it can’t go on much longer.”




  “I’m afraid it’s going on for a lot longer than most people think.” He was building bottoms this afternoon; he took three blows with his hammer to drive a nail in the end of a lath. Jamie, over in the corner, was having a deliriously wonderful time with a pile of red and white buoys and an old warp. “We’ll invade the continent any time, and I don’t think we’ll breeze right in big as Billy-be­damned. . . . Then there’s Japan to lick.”




  “You don’t have to be so realistic when I’m having a nice little daydream, do you?” She went over to the bench and stood beside him.




  His mouth twitched a little, but he didn’t look at her. He set another nail in place, and lifted the hammer. Then he laid it down on the bench, and looked at Joanna.




  “What is it?” she asked calmly enough, but her heart had begun a slow, hard pumping. It was the impact of his eyes, as tangible as if he’d put his hand on her shoulder and gripped it hard.




  “Joanna, I’ve been putting this off too long,” he said simply." But the ten days are up, day after tomorrow, and it’s only fair to you to tell you now.”




  “Nils, I wish you’d tell me quickly.” Her voice was low as his. Jamie pawed happily among the buoys.




  “When I go back this time, it’s for keeps, Joanna. I go overseas.”




  She wondered in that first stunned moment why she hadn’t guessed. It seemed as if she should have; how could she ever have been so confident and so happy? Now when she looked back, everything pointed to the truth. But she hadn’t known, and so it had to hit her now, with this dreadful, shocking suddenness.




  For an instant the fish house was unbearably hot, and the sound of the water and the wind outside grew into a roar that deafened her ears. Through that instant her eyes didn’t shift away from Nils’, and then everything moved by degrees back to normal again. Everything but herself, but that didn’t matter as long as she didn’t show it in her face. She took in a breath, carefully and experimentally, and let it out again.




  “Well,” she said. “I wasn’t expecting that, I guess. But I don’t know why not.”




  “I didn’t expect it,” he said soberly. “But then there’s no reason why they should keep me here, if they’ve got more use for me in the Pacific.”




  “How long will it be, Nils?”




  “I don’t know. Nobody knows.” He picked up the hammer again.




  Her hand reached out and covered his, and then the world that was the Island—and would continue to be the Island, no matter what countries fell—broke loudly in upon them. A boat was roaring into the harbor, wide open; that would be Owen in the White Lady, back from hauling at last. Jamie dropped a buoy on his foot and burst into a howl of rage and pain.




  2




  THE NEXT MORNING was just like any morning when Nils was home. He got up quietly before sunrise to build the fire and make the coffee. Jamie still slept soundly in his crib in the corner of the room that had belonged to Nils’ grandparents, but the dog, a benign blend of collie and shepherd, crawled out from under the bed when Nils got up, and went downstairs with him. Joanna lay in bed listening to the faint sounds below. Nils had thought she was asleep, and she hadn’t moved when he kissed her cheek. Now that he was out of the room she could lie there in the grayness just before sunrise and stare at the ceiling as she had stared up through the dark for so much of the night.




  She listened with an almost aching intensity, yet without consciously thinking that it would be a long time before she heard those early morning sounds again; the back door opening to let Dick out, and shutting again; the faint rattle of a stove lid; the distant, tinny clatter of the dipper against a pail as he took out water to wash in. Then the sky was paling over the black frieze of spruces outside her windows, and then the pallor was flushed with rose-gold. She slid out from under the quilts, her feet feeling for her slippers, her hand reaching for her dark-red flannel robe. Though it was cold in the room she stopped before the massive, old-fashioned dresser and brushed her dark hair quickly.




  When she opened the door at the foot of the stairs she smelled coffee. She could look through the dining room into the kitchen, and see Nils making toast. He turned his head and smiled at her.




  “Hi. Come and get it while it’s hot.”




  “It smells like heaven,” she said. She went past him to the sink and thought how much simpler and easier it would be if she could stop and put her arms around his neck and say, “Nils, hold me tight, because I’m scared.”




  But he’d look at her in amazement if she did. She’d never hugged him before breakfast, she couldn’t start now. . . . She splashed icy water on her face and buried it in a towel. Then, together, she and Nils set the table in the dining room. In the Bennett homestead, where she’d grown up, the kitchen was the core of the house, and all meals were eaten there. But in this Sorensen house, the kitchen was barely big enough to work in. Nils’ grandmother had been a little woman, no big-boned, long-legged creature like Joanna.




  The first cup of coffee had become a ritual in their married life. He might have his bacon and eggs, or beans, or fish hash, with her brother when Owen came down—or in, if he’d been on one of his all-night poker games over at Brigport. And then she’d be busy with the children, and the day would be on its way. But this first cup of coffee, drunk in silent comradeship while the rest of the house slept, symbolized their life together.




  Owen was stirring around upstairs. Their little interlude of quiet was at an end, and there was no telling when they would be alone again today. Tonight, yes; but she didn’t want to wait for the dark. She wanted their eyes to meet with no veil between them, she wanted to reach out to him from her own need and have him reach out to her for a similar urgency. Not the hungers of their bodies would drive them, but their common dread of what lay before them, their fear of the unknown. . . .




  He caught her gaze across the table. “What are you thinking?” he said, smiling faintly.




  Thinking that I want you to need me, she answered, but it was a silent answer. Aloud, she said, “Owen’s coming. He was out till two this morning, so I expect he’ll be ugly. I wish he wouldn’t drink so much.”




  “Owen will always drink, and more so now that there’s a war on that he can’t get into,” said Nils. “Don’t think that he’s gotten over it—that his kid brothers were taken and he wasn’t. Go easy on him, Jo.”




  “I’m always easy on him,” she said bitterly. “Maybe if he thought I wouldn’t cook for him, or wash his white shirts so he can impress his lady friends, he’d pull himself out of it. Some day he’ll catch pneumonia and die like that.” She snapped her fingers.




  Nils shook his head. “He won’t die, Jo. People like Owen don’t die.” He began to fill his pipe, his blue eyes tranquil and remote. Something caught at her breath and turned it to a quick stab of pain. No, Owen wouldn’t die. People like Owen didn’t die because they were safe here at home, safe to rot alone. But men like Nils went out to the Pacific and died in the surf off tiny islands that suddenly became tremendous and bloody names. . . . She had been through all this with her two younger brothers, looking for their letters, trying not to think what it might mean when no letter came, listening to news dispatches, studying maps, and then re-reading the letters in an attempt to discover something tangible from their careful vagueness.




  Now Nils would be added to the others. . . . Her desire to touch him, to cling to his squarish, strong hands, as they filled his pipe, grew so strong in her that she got up hastily from the table.




  “I'll dress,” she said, “and then get breakfast.”




  She dressed in the cold bedroom, with Jamie still sleeping in his crib. She looked out of the windows while she put on her clothes. After the crisp, boisterous wind of yesterday the day was calm, almost silkenly so. Over the harbor the sky was a pale, luminous blue, and the harbor lay below it, a placid shimmer of reflections. Already Sigurd Sorensen and Matthew Fennell had gone to haul. The White Lady remained at her mooring, and the Donna, Nils’ boat. The White Lady would go out day after day, in kinship with the sea and the wind and the gulls, but the Donna would stay behind, on her mooring, until Nils came home again.




  The Donna had been left once before, but her skipper had put her on the bank. He’d promised to come back, but he had died before he could fulfill the promise.




  “You’ll never go on the bank, I promise you that,” Joanna said soundlessly to the lovely, high-bowed boat that had been her father’s and was now her husband’s.




  There was a man rowing across the harbor now in a peapod, the oars stirring the still water into ripples of pale gold. The same pale gold gilded the oar-blades and the sides of the peapod, and invested the man himself with a touch of mysticism. He was edged with light. . . . Sometimes on mornings like this one, when each spruce across the harbor stood out separately and brightly green in the clear pale light, and the gulls floated high over the ledges to drop their crabs and sea-urchins, the emptiness of the harbor had an almost dreamlike quality for her, as if it couldn’t be true that there were only four fishermen here now. Sometimes it seemed as if the others had gone to haul, and they’d all be back in the afternoon . . . but the absence of skiffs and peapods at the moorings gave the lie to that.




  But when the war is over, she promised herself, they’ll be back.




  Owen was going down the front stairs, and Jamie was stirring with little animal noises in his crib. She went back to him and picked him up. He was a warm, sleep-heavy bundle in blue flannel, who gave her a shiny, drowsy smile and hooked one arm firmly around her neck.




  By noon, when Joanna brought Jamie in for his dinner, the twittering and chirping in the alder swamp had reached almost hysterical heights of gratitude for the flooding, windless sunshine. The day had a soft, evanescent beauty, the boats coming into the harbor moved without effort between glistening crystal wings and left liquid silver in their wakes; there was more crystal and silver—or was it pure, living light?—captured where the water swirled casually among the rocks.




  From the kitchen window Joanna saw the White Lady come in. Owen was home early today. Usually the others were in by noon or soon after, but Owen, whose string was set farther from the Island than any other man’s, didn’t come in till mid-afternoon. Sigurd Sorensen, Nils’ brother, came in first, because he bought the other men’s hauls for a company in Limerock, and so he had to be on the car when the other men came in. Francis Seavey was in early because he hated lobstering, and had never done it in his life until his wife had made up her mind to it; Matthew Fennell was never late because he went to haul in the morning as soon as it was light enough to see a potbuoy. But Owen, who considered himself the only proper fisherman of the lot, was in with the rest today. Probably his headache was too much for him, she thought skeptically. She hadn’t found out yet whether the festivity of the night before was a poker-and­drinking party, or simply a drinking party.




  She was opening a jar of greens at the dresser when Nils came in, moving quietly. He came up behind her without speaking, and put his arms around her, resting his lean cheek against her hair. She put down the jar and turned quickly in his embrace, as if she had been waiting for this moment all morning; she put her hands on his shoulders.




  “Nils, I—” I’m going to miss you, she’d almost said. And it was such a silly thing to say. The way she would miss him, and he would miss her, was too great a part of them to be reduced into mere words. But as if he knew her thought, he tightened his arms, and drew her close and kissed her. His lips were cool against hers.




  “Jamie asleep?” he asked.




  “Yes, he was so tired he didn’t fool around today.”




  “Owen’s coming.” Nils nodded at the window, and she knew Owen was on his way to the house. “Let’s leave him to hold the fort while we put the Donna on her mooring.”




  “What have you been doing with her?” she asked curiously.




  “Oh, I ran her around the harbor a couple of times, and then took her in to the wharf while I tidied her up.” He released her and stood away. “Well, are you coming?”




  She dumped the greens hurriedly into a saucepan and set them on the stove. “You bet I am!” she laughed, but she was thinking, Tidying up the Donna! As if she needed it! She was already spotless, but tomorrow he was leaving her.




  Owen came in, kicking the door shut with a vicious swing of his rubber boot. The kitchen was smaller than ever when he came into it and stood scowling at them, his thumbs hooked into his belt, his black yachting cap on the back of his head. He was in one of his silent rages, when his black brows made a thick bar across his face and his full, squared lower lip was prominent. He was as dark as an Indian, and his repressed fury made him darker.




  No need to ask him what the matter was; a hangover always affected him this way. “I’m going down with Nils to put the boat on her mooring,” Joanna told him. “You can help yourself to dinner if you don’t want to wait for us . . . Jamie’s asleep.”




  Owen grunted and brushed by Nils to the sink. Nils, undisturbed, stepped out of his way. He was far more patient with Owen than Joanna could ever be. Men had a strange, tight kinship, she knew, that a woman couldn’t understand. Nils and Owen were poles apart, but still they understood each other.




  She went out and Nils came after her. It was high noon, the air was at its height of warmth; the sunshine poured without stint or shadow over the Island and a sea as blue as in midsummer.




  “You had a wonderful idea,” Joanna said. “I couldn’t sit down and eat with Owen right now. He’s in one of his I-hate-everybody moods.”




  “He probably enjoys having us out from under his feet for a little while, too,” said Nils.




  The rest of the Island—three houses were occupied besides the old Sorensen house—was busy with dinner, so no one came out to break the warm harmony of their mood as they walked down to the shore. The Donna was tied up at the end of the Sorensen wharf. She hardly moved, the water was so calm. The tide was high, and they stepped onto the buff-painted deck and then down into the cockpit; Nils cast off the single line that held her gently against the spilings and started the engine.




  Responsive as it had always been, after years of painstaking, loving care, the engine began its soft refrain, and the big boat moved away from the wharf; the water churned up by her wheel went chuckling and swashing around the green-massed spilings and over the rocks shaggy with seaweed in the dark shade under the wharf. The boat headed so quietly out into the harbor that a gull standing on the almost-submerged peak of a ledge didn’t fly upwards in fright, but remained like an ivory carving, breast to breast with its reflection.




  Joanna stood beside Nils at the wheel. It would only take them a few moments to go to the mooring at the outer edge of the harbor; but she could drink in those moments as if they were some rare essence, and remember all the silent, sun-flooded noons of her life, especially when she and Nils had had the harbor to themselves. But that was in the first month of their marriage, when the Island had begun to take on new life again. The Donna moved across the harbor, cleaving gently the soft brimming blue, that glimmered into quicksilver in the boat’s wake, and then broke in little glistening lines against the saffron and rose-red rocks. Above the rocks the spruces stood in sharp exquisite detail against a sky that ringed the horizon with light and became the soul of all blues at the zenith. A day like this came rarely to the Island, and it was a heart-shaking thing.




  There had been a time when she and Nils had been actually alone on the Island; she had gone to haul with him in his peapod on mornings like this, and when they had come back the house was waiting for them alone. It had stood open in the sunshine, with the woods hovering close, and nothing to disturb the light or the still depths of shadows but the birds. Now there was noontime smoke from other chimneys—and until the war had come, and begun to rage through the Atlantic, there had been someone in almost every house. Their solitude had not lasted very long, but they hadn’t cared too much, because it was for the Island’s good to have people again. . . . Then most of the young men had gone into the service, the old-timers had left because married sons and daughters had found work in war plants, and the grandchildren needed someone to watch over them. They didn’t mind leaving so much; there was no mail boat now, and often the telephone was out of order or shut off because of secret communications from the Rock. . . . One woman frankly admitted she was glad to be leaving the Island because the depth charges were too close and there were too many stories of submarines, and they didn’t like the sight of fighting planes and bombers flying high in the thin mist of clouds.




  Now Nils was going, and as she stood beside him watching the Donna’s steady bow against the horizon, she had the feeling she had had so many times as a child, that the world consisted of a flat expanse of sea, with Bennett’s Island and Brigport in the midst of it, a line of blue unreal mountains along the northern horizon with nothing beyond them, and an immense half-sphere of sky inverted over it all. When Nils left, he would drop into nothing beyond the edge, as her younger brothers had dropped. Their letters always seemed to arrive out of blank space, and so would Nils’ letters. . . . She turned her face quickly from the horizon beyond Brigport, and waited for Nils to slow down the big marine engine and go forward to gaff the mooring buoy. But he met her eyes with a faint sparkle in his, and turned the Donna out past Eastern Harbor Point.




  “Come and steer,” he said. Words that had always sent her to the heights of ecstasy, from the time he used to say them to her when she was a gangling, eager twelve-year-old.




  She took the wheel and Nils sat down on the washboard, watching the Island as it slid by. There was no need to talk; there was only motion, the steady vibration of the engine, the shining sea flowing past, the little sea pigeons flying up with a flash of their small red feet. She knew now why they were doing this, and if she had known any questions in the early morning, they were being answered now. Nils was saying goodbye to the Island. Perhaps he would never tell her in words what he felt about the Island, but he was taking her with him to share this final moment.




  Long Cove was gliding by, a long stretch of beach whose rounded rocks gleamed white in the sun, white as a gull’s breast against the blue line of sea. Above Long Cove flat fields stretched across the Island to Schoolhouse Cove, on the seaward side. In the marshy places she and Nils had picked cranberries, and where the fields bordered on the beach there were blackberries in August whose purple-black sweetness was richened by spray. There was high, densely wooded ground after Long Cove, and the empty buildings that shone palely against the dark high wall of trees, overlooking the fields and the two coves, were Bennett property. In the big barn that dwarfed the other buildings Joanna and Nils, her brothers and his cousins, had played hide­and-go-seek. . . . She glanced sidewise at Nils and saw that he was not too remote from her, so she spoke.




  “Remember swinging out of the hayloft on a rope?”




  “If I ever knew of Jamie doing that, I’d want to wring his neck,” said Nils. “And I thought your uncle was an old fussbudget for objecting.” He shook his head and laughed.




  “Nils, d’you think we could ever get hold of that place—if Aunt Mary was willing to sell?” she asked eagerly.




  “Maybe she’ll be ready to talk business when I get back,” he said. When I get back. . . . It was like a little cold wind skimming across the water and turning the surface to a darker, colder blue.




  After the woods ended, the Eastern End began, a narrow neck of land whose shoreline on both sides, lee and windward, was guarded by a brutal jumble of rocks. But the tide covered them today, and the empty buildings looked serene and not too lonely in the sunshine. The Eastern End land looked barren, if one didn’t know what strawberries grew in the deep grass in July, what birds nested in the low bushes, and how incredibly lush the field could look when there were people living at the Eastern End, and stock to keep the land shaven and green from one shore to the other.




  The fish house built up against the steep bank above the cove wore sunshine on its weathered shingles, and wavy ripples of light from the water that lapped around its spilings. A line of gulls sat on the ridgepole and were not alarmed by the Donna’s calm purring progress; but on the high rocky ledge that rose outside the cove like a seabound castle the gulls started up in a cloud of harsh cries and beating wings when the boat went by. The young gulls circled with the old ones, gray-brown wings only slightly less graceful, but already as strong.




  “Remember the day we went ashore there?” said Nils. “Rowed down from the harbor in a skiff—”




  “Nobody would have known if Owen hadn’t been down to the Eastern End playing with the Trudeau kids, and went home and told,” said Joanna.




  They were silent again. She turned the wheel and the Donna began to round the Head, which rose up from the fields as a rocky hillside and ended in a bold, massive face of tawny-red rock below which the Donna looked tiny but indomitable. There was always a surge here, even in this fine weather. Glittering sheets of water swelled in long slopes, and the boat rode gently with them. Nils was looking up at the Head against the sky. The softness that had been around his mouth and eyes when he remembered the forbidden trip in the skiff was gone. Joanna felt a gradual tightening in her chest; it was reflected in the way her strong brown fingers tightened on the spokes of the wheel.




  Remembering was no good, because the present was upon them, and there was no escape. Tomorrow he would be going. It would be bad enough for her, but at least she could remain with the Island. Nils would be leaving everything, and the Island was as much in his blood and bones as in hers. Their grandfathers had come here together.




  In all the years she had known Nils, since her earliest memories began, she had had to make up for herself what he was thinking. Now, because she knew him as well as anyone could ever know Nils, she was almost certain of his thoughts. She longed to cry out to him that she knew what he was thinking; but Nils never wanted to burden anyone, even herself who was waiting, with the things that lay heaviest upon him.




  If she knew Nils, and she did know him, she knew that nothing could ever take him by surprise. Not even death. He had taken death into account from the moment he had received his orders. All these ten days at home, when he had let her think it was an ordinary furlough, he had been taking death into account, and because of that, everything he had done and said had been for the last time. When he was talking with Owen, there must have been the quiet certainty that he might never again set or haul a trap, or take his own boat out of the harbor.




  When he was rocking Jamie at night. . . . Her throat began to ache; she kept her eyes straight ahead over the cabin roof, though they were filled with a burning mist of blue, and glittering light, and wavering rocks. She wanted to hold Nils against her breast as he had held Jamie. It seemed at once a hideous monstrous thing that she could not comfort Nils as simply as she could shelter Jamie and stop his crying. She held herself rigid there by the wheel, without looking at his face. He mustn’t know what she knew. He would want her to think he was like her brothers, who went out into the blue hell of the Pacific with their self-assurance around them like armor. Other men were killed, other men came back maimed. But not they. Wait and see! That was the Bennett of them.




  But Nils came of a different strain. The knowledge of death, and sin, and punishment, and hell, had been his since he was little older than Jamie. Night after night his grandfather Gunnar had read the Bible to his wife and his grandchildren—the Old Testament with its grandeur and terror; and he had added his own warnings of the doom that awaited all human flesh. It was true that Nils had taken it stolidly, and Sigurd had all but laughed in the old man’s face, and it was their sister who cried and had nightmares; but it was now, when Nils was a man of thirty-seven, that Joanna recognized what part of Gunnar’s teaching had borne fruit.




  In the room where Nils had slept as a boy there was a framed verse on the wall at the foot of his bed; it had been there always, he had told her, and he knew it by heart. Morning and night for almost all his life he had read it. It must have become deeply, irrevocably ingrained in his being.




  [image: As for man, his days are as grass; As a flower of the field, so he flourisheth. For the wind passeth over it, and it is gone; And the place thereof shall know it no more.]




  She could endure it no longer, and turned toward him quickly. “Nils!” she cried, surprising even herself. He got up from the washboard, smiling a little, and put his hands lightly on her shoulders.




  “What’s the matter?”




  “A cramp in my leg—I’ve been standing still too long.” She reached down and rubbed the back of her knee, not looking at him.




  “Then sit down for a while.” He took the wheel, and she sat down on the engine box, wanting to look at the clean, lifted line of his face as he steered, but not trusting herself to look too long. They were passing Schoolhouse Cove now, and a seal was turning over and over lazily in the surge around the rocks; the same rocks threw back the sound of the engine, magnifying it to a roar. Then they rounded a long, out-thrust point whose crest was a thick cap of tangled grass and raspberry and rose bushes. Joanna looked up, watching. Nils was watching too. They passed between the tip of the point on one side, and a rounding ledge on the other, where gulls and shags flew up in a tangle of black wings and white ones, and then the Donna slipped quietly into Goose Cove.




  It was a long, narrow oval of a cove, walled by the point on one side and the woods on the other, the same woods that marched thickly to the very end of the Island. In the shadow of the trees the water was a glassy surface of jade and emerald; where the shade ended, the blue began, and lay hardly moving against the shelving, warm yellow rocks that slanted down from the ridge of the point like rudely cut massive steps.




  And at the end of the cove, above the little pale curve of beach, the Bennett homestead stood. It was the house where Joanna had grown up, and the house to which she and Nils had returned day after day when they had once lived alone on the Island. There it stood, four-square and solitary on its headland. It was across the Island from the harbor, and its nearest neighbors were the spruce woods, the gulls that perched familiarly on the ridgepole, the crows that flew over from the Western End woods to the Eastern End woods; the swallows that made their nests under the eaves. The house was alone now, but it did not look lonely.




  Nils shut off the engine, and in the sudden hush the silence was as tangible as the soundless flight of a gull’s wings. Without speaking, Nils stepped upon the washboard and went lightly up to the bow. The killick made a silvery splash as he dropped it overboard. When he came back and jumped down into the cockpit with hardly a sound in spite of his rubber boots, Joanna stood up. He came toward her, and his smile was gone. There was a subtle change in his face; no longer the mask of a man who is calmly certain of death, or with the faint, warm smile of a man for his comrade. The tension showed through now, the tension that rose of his soul’s need and his body’s passion. The way he loved Joanna, and had always loved her, was the most powerful force of his being. Perhaps it was easy for him to view all other things with quiet acceptance.




  She knew it, and her eyes didn’t move from his. His hands came out to touch her shoulders; not to rest lightly but to grip hard. His mouth seemed hard, but it was not; neither were his eyes furious as they darkened. Only intent. The grip on her shoulders, biting through her jacket, drew her closer to him.




  “Jo—” He started to say her name, and the word was smothered as his arms went around her in an embrace like steel, and his mouth was against her throat. She stood motionless in his arms, seeing the dark empty woods towering over them, feeling the sun warm on her lifted face. She was still, but there was a slow trembling inside of her, as if deep within the tears were beginning to well. She brought up one hand and laid it on the back of his neck; her cheek was against his fair hair, it smelled cleanly of wind and sunshine.




  “Nils, my darling,” she said quietly. It was not often the word was used between them. “My darling . . .”




  After a moment he lifted his head and his eyes blazed into hers. “It’s—leaving you—” The words came harshly, with difficulty. But they were enough for her to understand, and she felt a fierce joy. He wanted her to be sure that nothing else mattered but her; not even the Island could have any part of him at this time.




  “But not for the last time,” she told him passionately. “Nils, it isn’t the last time! I know what you think, but I know what I know!”




  “Don’t talk,” he said. “Don’t talk, Joanna.” He cut off her protest with his mouth on hers.




  The cabin was open and waiting; the Donna swung gently at anchor in a globe of shining silence.




  3




  IN THE MORNING THE RAIN blew in from the east in gray sheets. The warmth and stillness and color of the day before seemed like a dream. The wind was strong enough to sway the birches and the alders, and edge the seaward side of the Island with surf; but there was only a faint quiver to the tips of the spruce boughs. By Island standards, it really wasn’t a wind at all. Certainly, not enough wind to keep Nils from going. Owen would take him to Brigport to meet the mail boat, which had stopped coming to Bennett’s when the mail did, years before.




  Joanna didn’t plan to go over to Brigport with him. They had had their good-byes, it would mean nothing to them, the waiting around the harbor of the other island, watching the freight being taken off, and the gulls perched on the wet ledges in the rain, feeling the chill that was not alone from the March rain but from the occasion itself.




  She left Jamie with Nils’ cousin, Thea, who lived on the other side of the windbreak, and walked down to the wharf with Nils. Owen had gone out already and brought the White Lady in. She waited at the old wharf, over by the long pebbly beach where the boats were hauled up for repairs and the skiffs and dories kept. Nils was in his uniform today as a Chief Boatswain’s Mate in the Coast Guard. Until this morning he had been the familiar Nils, the lobsterman. Now, in navy blue, with the dark trim raincoat and the neat bag, she recognized once more the futility of believing that he was hers alone. He was going because he must, he would go where he was sent, and nothing she might do or say could alter his course. For the duration, neither she nor Jamie could come first with Nils.




  It was nothing to cry about, nothing to brood about. She was simply one of millions of women, and the wonder was that she had come to accept it so calmly, she thought, as they walked along together in the rain, through a village that was almost deserted. She’d always had such a strong sense of her own individuality as a person that it had got in her way at times. Well, there was nothing like a war to snap you out of it.




  They turned by the fish houses and walked along the shore, past the Arey house where Nils’ brother Sigurd lived. Sigurd’s housekeeper knocked on the window and waved frantically at Nils, who smiled and touched his cap.




  “I'll try to get down to Pruitt’s Harbor this afternoon and see Ellen,” Nils said as they walked on.




  “She’ll love that,” said Joanna enthusiastically. “Especially if you go to the school. She considers you an honest-to-goodness hero, and all hers.”




  “She’s a good girl. More of a lady than you were at twelve, too.”




  “She takes after Mother,” Joanna said. She slipped her arm through his and tightened her fingers on his sleeve. He would go down to Pruitt’s Harbor, too. It was typical of Nils, and the deep comradeship between him and his stepdaughter. She knew he wasn’t her father, and Joanna didn’t know if Ellen considered Nils in the light of a father, at all; in some things Ellen was rather a mystery to her, but she was certain that Ellen considered Nils an indispensable part of her universe. And so do I, thought Joanna, and tightened her fmgers even more.




  Nils glanced at her sidewise. “O.K., Jo?”




  “O.K.,” she reassured him. “I’m just overcome with the idea that I’m walking along Bennett’s Island main street with a C.P.O. It’s making me conceited as anything.”




  “And everybody looking at you, too,” said Nils, pointing to the long baithouse on their right and the boatshop on their left. He nodded at the row of gulls on the boatshop’s ridgepole. “The reviewing stand. Politicians, every damn’ one of ’em.”




  “I wonder if they have parades in the Pacific,” said Joanna. “Politicians in the Solomons ought to be a change from the Limerock brand, anyway.”




  We’re doing wonderfully, she thought, and then they had reached the old wharf, by the boatshop, and the White Lady was waiting, her engine idling. Out beyond the shelter of the baithouse, the east wind swept in from Schoolhouse Cove, raced across the marsh, and tried to wrap them in rain. But nobody noticed it, it was Island weather. Owen grinned up from the cockpit. “You want to be piped aboard, Admiral?”




  Sigurd came out of the cabin, waving a bottle of beer and whistling “Semper Paratus.” He was a big, yellow-maned Viking of a man, who gave the impression, even when he was in a roaring rage, of an utterly friendly and humorous person. “You pipe down,” he advised Owen. “You want to pipe, you can pipe down. Hi, Nils. God, I wish I was goin’ with you!”




  He took Nils’ bag and clapped his younger brother on the shoulder with a heavy hand. Nils, however, bore up under it. “Well, you’re going as far as Brigport, aren’t you?” He took his bag back, and went into the cabin to stow it. Sigurd hovered hugely in the companionway.




  “Sure, but my God. You know what I mean. I could kill a lot of those yellow beggars—”




  “He’s been goin’ on like that for an hour,” said Owen. “I’m intendin’ to drown him as soon as we get out by Tenpound. Put him out of his misery.”




  Nils forced a smile. “Well, I guess we’d better get started—”




  Joanna stood on the edge of the wharf, shivering. It seemed as if the east wind had never cut so deeply; yet her tweed coat was warm, and so was her wool kerchief. I’m not really cold, she thought. It’s just the excitement. After all, I’m not falling on his neck and crying, and making it hard for him. It’s all right if I feel a little funny. . . . She saw someone coming by the baithouse, and called quickly, nervously.




  “Wait a minute, here come Francis and Matthew!” She met Nils’ eyes and grinned, and took her hands out of her pockets and blew on them so he’d think the jerky note in her voice came from the cold. He looked back at her steadily, standing in the roomy cockpit while the others baited each other noisily behind him. She wondered what he was thinking in that instant; if he would carry this picture of her, standing there in the rain with the dark clouds scudding beyond her head, and seagulls walking on a wetly shining roof, and the wind making color in her face; or if the picture would be of yesterday, while the Donna moved gently at anchor in Goose Cove.




  Francis Seavey and Matthew Fennell came up, their rubber boots clamping on the loose planks, nodded at her, and jumped down into the cockpit to shake hands with Nils. She stood watching the scene; now she wondered what all of them were thinking; the one who must go, the others who must wait. Francis Seavey was Thea’s husband, not a lobsterman by training but a carpenter, and when the draft board turned him down, Thea had brought him out to the island where she’d grown up, moved into her father’s house, and informed Francis that they had just as much right as anybody to make money out of lobstering. Consequently Francis looked unhappy most of the time. He was a slight, mouse-colored, youngish man, whose rubber boots were always tripping him up, and who was terrified every time he went out to haul. Yet there was probably nothing Francis desired more than to be going to fight Japs with Nils.




  Matthew was a sturdy man in his forties, sound and good as a Baldwin apple. He loved lobstering, he loved the Island to which he had come a few years ago, he loved his young wife and his grandmother, who was very old now and who was apparently intending to live forever. He made good money, put a great deal of it religiously into War Bonds, and was completely oblivious of the fact that his wife had been having Gram around for a long time now, and that the situation in his house was as potentially explosive as a mine field.




  “Good luck, Nils,” he said simply. Francis didn’t say anything, but he swallowed when Nils took him by the shoulder and shook him gently. “You take care of yourself, Franny,” Nils said. “I want to see you here when I get back. When it’s too bad for this big ape—” he nodded at Sigurd—“to go out, it’s too bad for you. Understand?”




  Francis nodded earnestly. Nils had given him a weapon. Next time Thea cast aspersions on his manhood when he was reluctant to go haul, he could quote Nils at her.




  The good-byes were over. Francis and Matthew climbed out of the cockpit, Joanna cast off the bowline, and Owen maneuvered the White Lady delicately away from the wharf. She backed out with the engine lifting into a high, powerful roar, the wheel churning the pewter-gray water into a foaming chaos; then her bow swung around and she headed out across the harbor, her wake fanning out behind her. Joanna waited a moment, the rain beating at her back, to watch the boat and the men standing around the wheel. Nils lifted his arm in farewell, and she waved back. Then as the White Lady cut by the Donna’s bow at the mouth of the harbor, and left her rolling in the wake, Joanna turned sharply and walked up to the road.




  The two men who were left had gone across to the baithouse. She heard them talking in there—not about Nils, but about the respective merits of bream and corned herring for bait. No one who was left on the Island would talk much about Nils today.




  She walked home alone. Out of the wind, the rain fell with a soft, shushing sound on the rocks and the dead grass. The roofs shone. Across the Island there was surf and wind, but here in the shelter of the almost empty village the roar was muted until you could almost forget it. Here you heard the giant whisper of the rain, the mewing of a gull who stood aimlessly on a ledge in the middle of the harbor and said the same thing over and over. The slight wash of the water against the rocks, made by the wake, had died quickly away, as quickly as the White Lady had gone around Eastern Harbor Point.




  Joanna found herself obsessed with the emptiness of everything; the village, and her thoughts. It was reaction, probably. Her life wasn’t empty. It couldn’t be, simply because Nils had gone, like so many men, to war. Even after Alec, her first husband, had died, and she was so wildly young, she had never had the sense that her life was empty. There had been Ellen. Now she had Ellen and Jamie.




  She found herself wishing that Ellen were with her, not staying with her grandmother so she could go to school in Pruitt’s Harbor. Well, she could wish a lot of things, but nothing would be changed. And she had enough to do to fill every moment. Gardening, sewing, berrying, canning, writing letters, reading. . . .




  Feeling like the very soul of no-nonsense, she stopped in at Thea’s to collect Jamie. The dog came out from under the doorstep, waving his plumy tail and looking at her from benign bronze eyes; Thea wouldn’t let him in, she was too fussy a housekeeper. ‘Wait for me, Dick,” Joanna told him as she went in, and he crawled back under the doorstep again.




  Jamie sat on the floor playing with a pack of cards, and Thea was peeling potatoes at the sink. She had golden hair that was too bright to be natural, always done up in bobbing curls, and she was never without high heels and brilliant rayon print dresses, even when she was faintly blue around the lips with cold.




  “Nils gone?” she asked brightly. “Well, come in and have a cup of coffee, why don’t you?” She bustled around, her curls dancing, her lean hips swinging under the bright print. “Gawd Almighty, you could probably do with more than coffee, couldn’t you? If you was a drinkin’ woman, that is . . . I know how I’d feel, sendin’ my man off—if I had a man like Nils or Sigurd.” The cups clattered on the table. “No chance of Franny ever goin’, with his flat feet.” She giggled. “And that ain’t all that’s flat. Ask me, I know!”




  Joanna stood by the stove, holding her hands out over the covers. “I don’t feel like coffee, really, Thea. Don’t go to all that trouble.”




  “I suppose you won’t have much appetite now.” Thea sighed. “I don’t blame you. The awful things that happen. . . . Did you see that picture of what the Japs did to a Marine?” She flicked her sharp tongue over her thin bright lips. “It was awful. They—”




  Joanna, smiling steadily, buttoned Jamie into his jacket and helmet. “You’ve been good to look out for him,” she said.




  “Any time, any time!” sald Thea airily. “He’s real good, too. Not much like his uncles!” She laughed. “They were all sure-enough hellions when they was kids—the Bennett uncles, I mean. I remember how Owen was when we was all go in’ to dances together.” She moistened her lips the way she did when she was talking about the Marine killed by the Japanese. Joanna felt her anger beginning in her, slowly but hotly. She urged Jamie toward the door.




  “Well, thanks, Thea. Any time I can help you out in return—”




  Thea followed her to the door, chattering continuously. “I like kids, but I don’t guess Franny knows how to make any!” More laughter at her own wit. “Too bad Sig’s my first cousin—and him livin’ all alone with a housekeeper—”




  “I guess she keeps him happy,” said Joanna over her shoulder, keeping her smile fixed. Once she was out, and the door was shut between her and Thea, she lifted her head and took a great cleansing breath of the damp, cool air. It smelled of wet bare trees, of the east wind, of March; it smelled wonderful.




  With Dick and Jamie tagging along, she went back up through the spruce windbreak and came into her own house. In the kitchen she stood still and listened to the small familiar noises that made up the silence of the house. An ember falling in the stove; the glug of the oil stove in the sitting room. The loud, asthmatic ticking of the old-fashioned clock on the shelf in the dining room. She gathered the sounds around her as protection against the loneliness which she knew would assail her when she least expected it. Nils would take comfort in visualizing her here, and the thought gave her a sort of comfort now.




  She put Thea from her mind, and took off her damp things, divested Jamie of his. He went immediately to playing, advancing upon his toybox with deep concentration. Now there was dinner to start; oh, even on a rainy day there was always something to do right now. She brought out salt pork from the cellerway—from their own last-year’s pigs—and tore strips of meat from a dried salt fish. She realized, as she worked at the dresser, that finally she felt as if this was her own house; it was as if Nils’ departure had sealed the knowledge. For so long she had felt strange here in this small house almost enclosed by the woods, except for the field beyond the dining-room windows. She had grown up in the Bennett homestead, which was all light and space and air, with the sea almost below the windows, and the sun shining in from the time it rose until it dropped into the sea. And then she had hated the man who had lived in this house; Gunnar, Nils’ grandfather. He had built the house on a rocky ledge in the midst of marshy ground, and it was a tribute to his industrious Swedish blood that the house stood so firm today, the big barn so tight, and that such lushly abundant gardens could grow in the field that had once been a swamp.




  But Joanna had hated him. Most of the other Islanders had disliked him intensely, but there was a special antagonism between the rosy-cheeked, indomitable old man and the equally indomitable girl. He had been dead a long time when she married his grandson, but when Nils wanted to move into the empty house, because it was his, she’d had to fight the feeling that Gunnar was still in the house. Nils had never known about that; Nils, who had hated his grandfather with a cold, impersonal hatred while Gunnar was alive, had ceased to hate him when he died. So she didn’t tell him of the hours she lay awake while he slept; lay awake because the big bed with its ornate headboard had been Gunnar’s. And she wouldn’t sit in his chair. . . .




  But little by little they had changed the furniture, and then when he’d suggested a more modern bed, or a simple maple style, the war was beginning and her natural economy had got in the way of her aversion to Gunnar’s possessions. And the aversion left with the advent of Jamie.




  After that she concentrated on keeping the dining room bay filled with plants, as Nils’ grandmother had done; she kept Anna’s beloved dishes, tureens, chocolate set, and the decanter that never held anything stronger than elderberry wine, displayed in the cupboards, and still made chowder in the old black iron kettle. She had fond memories of that kettle herself, and she’d loved Anna, who was the only mother Nils had ever known. Anna had done the best she could for her widowed son’s children; she’d bathed the boys’ sore backs with tears of Balm-of-Gilead lotion after Gunnar had beaten them, and she had stood between them and her husband as much as she had dared.




  And yet Gunnar had thought he was right. After all, it was the way he had lived from the time he was a cabin boy on a square­rigger at the age of eleven. Joanna knew that now, and she could understand why Nils had been so quick to forgive, once his younger sister and brother were out from under the old man’s thumb.




  It was good not to hate anyone. It was good to be getting a dinner made from pigs you’d raised yourself, and dried codfish you’d caught on a handline in the lazy blue trough of the sea on a warm, tranquil September day, you and Nils. It was good to be holding the fort for Nils, knowing he was proud because you’d proved yourself to him, and he had a right to be proud.
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