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  Part One




  1917    




  “I spy Kaiser at the door.




  We’ll get a lemon pie,




  And we’ll squash him in his eye,




  And there won’t be a Kaiser anymore.”




  Children’s ditty, 1917




  Chapter 1




  A Frail Net




  

    “I’d like to see Henry play ball. I would. But I’ve got no use for Stonington. If Stonington was bait, I’d swim past it.”




    Amos Coombs, July 4, 1917


  




  When people asked Virgil Coombs why he needed to wear a clean shirt every day, he said, “I just do.” Everyone on the island knew that when the young Virgil sold his first crate of lobsters, he’d sent away to Sears for seven cotton shirts—four khaki and three blue—and had worn a clean shirt every day since. Everyone also knew that he insisted on washing and ironing them himself on Sundays, when Gladys was in church—a fact that the men met with skepticism, and the women thought was some sweet. Part of the fun of it for Virgil was not knowing which color would come out of the dark closet when he reached in for a clean shirt each morning. The only person who ever pressed him on the subject of fresh shirts was his nephew Henry, who pestered Virgil for an explanation for everything he did.




  “You might as well ask Irville why he has to squat every time he lights his pipe,” Virgil had said. “Why don’t you ask him that?”




  “Because I don’t care about Irville,” Henry had replied. “He’s not my uncle.”




  “I know that,” Virgil had said. “Reach me some more bait bags. I wear a clean shirt because my father did.” Virgil wore oilskin cuffs to protect the sleeves of his shirts when he was handling bait. “And the women like it.”




  If Henry had not rolled his eyes, Virgil might have gone on to explain that he hated to stink of bait, which was true, and may even have told him about the excitement of not knowing what color would come out of the closet in the morning, but that surely would have resulted in those rolling eyes, and really pissed Virgil off, so he let it go.




  On that morning in August 1917, when Virgil and Henry set out from the cove for Stonington, Virgil was wearing a blue shirt, somewhat worn in the elbows. He stood on the deck of the Gladdy C. with his hands in his pockets, watching Henry row toward him in the old peapod they called Friggit. Behind Henry, across the still cove and beyond the stretch of meadow, both Virgil’s own house and the family house, where his brother and sister lived, were framed in full sunlight on the rise. He saw his sister Ava cross her dooryard toward his house with a pitcher of something, going to look in on his wife Gladys, who lay as limp as a cloth doll in her bed. Virgil’s attempts to hoist Gladys’s spirits with words—“The baby will be healthy this time, and so will you”; “The third time is good luck”—were wearing so thin that only a trip to see Dr. Banks in Stonington in hopes of getting some new medicine would do.




  Henry brought the peapod alongside and dropped his ball glove and spikes onto the washboard. He was wearing his high rubber fishing boots and the uniform of the Stonington Quarrymen, for whom he pitched, the tall Number Sixteen. As Henry tied off the peapod, a school of harbor pollack, swimming in disrupted ribbons, wandered into the cove and, finding the water too warm even for them, shifted and swam beneath the Gladdy C. to get back to deeper water.




  “It’s about time,” Virgil said. “Are you ready?”




  “I’m standing here waiting on you,” Henry said, adjusting his new Boston-style ball cap.




  As they slipped out of the cove and Virgil came aft to be ready to catch the breeze, Henry sat on the transom punching the pocket of his glove with his fist.




  “Why don’t we go under power?” Henry asked. “I could use some time to warm up before the game.” He threw a few roundhouses to loosen his pitching arm.




  “You’ll get there in plenty of time,” Virgil said. “It’s a fair day for a sail. There’s no need to waste gas until we get into the harbor. When we get there, help me remember to buy that atomizer for Gladys, will you?”




  Behind them Henry’s mother stood on the high granite ledge in front of her house, which was now visible among the trees. When she saw her boy’s arm go round and round, she thought he was waving good-bye, and she waved back, unnoticed, wishing him luck.




  “I will, if you help me remember to get a haircut,” Henry said. “I promised Mother.”




  As the Gladdy C. rounded the northern head and sailed out from under the lee of the high island into the open bay, Henry went forward to crowd on more sail, and Virgil sat at the tiller breathing in the bright afternoon. In the wide bay a three-masted schooner—a granite hauler by the rough looks of her—was making her way north toward the Goss quarry on Crotch Island. Beyond her, and as far as Mount Desert Island that rose up in the north, the blue expanse was alive with skittering white summer sails. They passed within a hundred yards of Chester Grindle, another Barter Island lobsterman, who was emptying a trap with one hand and with the other shaking out a bait bag for a diving, squabbling crowd of gulls. When Chester looked up and saw Henry standing at the mast of the Gladdy C. in his red-trimmed baseball uniform, he gave Henry the thumbs-up and shouted words of encouragement that were lost on the breeze. Henry returned the gesture and waved his cap.




  Virgil remembered another morning very much like this one, eight or nine years before, when Henry was still in knickers and Rachel still in mourning for her husband, his brother John. She was wearing a straw hat held in place with a pink ribbon tied in a bow under her chin, and loose strands of her chestnut hair streamed in the breeze. Virgil remembered that she was sitting on a low stool in the cockpit, her suitcase at her side for a weekend visit with her people in Stonington. Henry was wearing a sailor suit—a middy shirt and a blue scarf—and Rachel was scolding him to sit still, not to soil his clothes on the washboard. Virgil did not remember warning them to watch for the boom as he prepared to come about near Bill’s Island, but he did remember Rachel’s hand holding Henry’s head down and her ducking as the boom passed over them. He remembered moments later Rachel’s sudden cry of horror, and Henry screaming in pain and terror as he danced beside the mast, tugging at his left hand, which was pinned at the wrist between a mast hoop and the mast.




  Virgil had thought he remembered letting the sail go and standing helplessly at the tiller, one arm outstretched toward Rachel as she climbed onto the cabin, lifted the boy off his feet, and freed his hand. But some time later, how long Virgil could not remember, at supper in Ava’s kitchen, he had been surprised and a little perplexed to hear Rachel tell Ava that it had been he, Virgil, who had climbed up and freed Henry’s hand from the hoop. Rachel said he had sat on the edge of the cabin roof with Henry sobbing in his arms while she reefed the sail. She said Virgil had kissed Henry’s chafed wrist and rocked him until he was quiet.




  “Oh, no,” Virgil had said. There had been a tiny dab of chocolate icing on Rachel’s upper lip. “No, it was you that took him down and held him, not me, Rachel.”




  Rachel had held his eyes in hers for a long second, willing him to her gently. Ava, who had not liked the way they looked at each other, had asked Henry who it was that had picked him off the mast, but Henry had only shrugged his shoulders and said he didn’t remember any of it.




  “Maybe it never happened,” Ava had said. “Maybe you both dreamed the same thing, only differently. It doesn’t really matter, does it?”




  At the time Virgil had thought that it did matter, and he had known by the look in Rachel’s eyes that she thought so, too, but now, as they approached Stonington and he watched Henry sharpening his spikes, he thought that it probably did not.




  Virgil did not bother to crank up his engine when they came into Stonington harbor. All but one of the fifty or so boats of the Stonington fishing fleet were out, their skiffs and peapods waiting peacefully on their moorings for their return. A steamer smack was tied up at Caldwell’s dock, taking on lobsters by the basketful for the restaurants in Boston. As Virgil slipped through the array of skiffs, nudging one here and there, he passed a solitary lobster boat moored in the middle of the harbor; her captain, a man Virgil had seen before but whose name he did not know, stood stock-still on his deck, in jacket and tie and bowler hat, with mustaches that drooped to his chin. Virgil raised a hand in greeting, but the man, who was looking right at Virgil, did not respond, did not even nod—one of those Deer Island men who had no use for men from Barter Island.




  Though they could see a few people busy among the buildings on the waterline, the rest of the town—Opera House, hotel, and brightly painted houses perched helter-skelter on the steep granite slopes of the hills that embraced the harbor—seemed asleep in the sunlight. On the town wharf three young men Henry’s age, none of whom Virgil recognized, were untangling a huge net and feeding it onto a spool that a fourth boy turned slowly, singing the dirty ditty about Valparaiso Sue from Peru.




  “Hello, Henry,” the farthest one cried. “You give ’em hell today, you hear. We’re looking for a no-hitter.”




  Henry asked Arnold if he was coming to the game.




  “Damned straight we are,” the boy replied. “Soon as we get this son of a bitch stowed.”




  Of equal height, exactly six feet, with the same fair freckled complexion, and the same way of walking with a backward lean as though their torsos were only reluctantly following their long legs, Virgil and Henry looked more like brothers than uncle and nephew. They usually walked side by side keeping the same easy pace, but today Henry, his spikes tied together and slung over his striped shoulder, strained ahead, eager to get to the game and see his friends.




  “For Christ’s sake,” Virgil said. “I’m going to work up a sweat trying to keep up with you. Why don’t you go on ahead. I’ve got to see the doctor first anyway.”




  When he rounded the corner by the livery Virgil stopped so suddenly in the lane that his torso caught up with his legs, and he stood staring in helpless wonder at a brand-new radiant blue four-door touring car, polished so bright that he had to squint to see it.




  “Would you look at this,” Virgil said. “Jesus wept.”




  Henry stopped and grudgingly joined Virgil, eager to get him out of the middle of the road where someone might see him standing there staring gap-mouthed at a Christly car like it was a naked mermaid drying her hair in the sun.




  “It’s a Maxwell touring car.” Henry used a patronizing tone that Virgil did not like one bit. “It’s been here since last spring.” Henry pushed his uncle gently toward the car to break his spell and get him out of the road.




  “I can read.” Virgil pointed at the name MAXWELL in chrome script on the radiator. As he made a slow appreciative inspection of the car—the running lamps on either side of the windshield were made of sterling silver and cut glass—Virgil remembered that a short year ago Henry had begged him with tears in his eyes to talk his mother out of sending him to Stonington for high school. When Virgil had refused to intervene, saying that his father would have wanted him to finish school, the first Coombs boy to do so, Henry had turned his back on Virgil and had not spoken to him for a week. Now, after a year in the town, the bashful boy who’d once clung to Virgil when they came up for some errand was treating him like a country bumpkin. Virgil thought to say something to Henry to put him in his place, but instead he asked him whose car it was.




  “It’s Doctor Small’s,” Henry said. “I thought you knew about it. Charles Scott is running a scow from the mainland across the reach that will hold two automobiles as big as this. At once. Doctor Wasgatt has a Buick runabout up in Deer Isle that they say could do forty miles an hour if there was a fair stretch of road on this island to try it on. There will be, I’ll bet, and soon.” Henry reflected for a moment. “It’ll be a hundred years before you see a car like this down on Barter Island.”




  A sputtering engine and a low metallic moan turned their heads to Stevie Robbins, who had pulled up behind them in his flivver. Stevie, the boy with a genius for internal combustion engines and an ability to make any machine move forward, sat large and upright in his contraption, his left elbow leaning on the door that read CAPACITY: 5 GALS in white paint.




  “Hullo Mister Coombs, Henry,” Stevie said. “You want a ride up to the ball field?” Stevie was the big third baseman for the Quarrymen, a hard man to get by on your way around third to home; he was wearing his uniform, with the cap pulled down over his ears to hold his hair in place. His flivver—a patchwork of old Model T parts stripped to little more than frame, windshield, and seats—shivered in anticipation of another passenger.




  Henry said thanks and, finding the passenger door wired shut, stepped in over it. DANGER: 1000 JOLTS.




  Virgil imagined himself riding up the steep hill in the backseat of Stevie’s machine—a kitchen chair bolted to the floor—and said he would walk. As he watched the boys drive away, laughing at something said, Virgil thought that he saw Henry riding away from the cove, from Barter Island and him, to a different world where he, Virgil, would be a confused and helpless stranger. Henry kept laughing and did not look back. A lone herring gull alighted on the leather top of the bright touring car, lifted his tail feathers slightly, moved his birdie bowels, and released a generous white offering onto the windshield, which made the gull, and Virgil, feel a little better.




  On Main Street, Stevie cut back on the throttle to ease past the iceman’s skittish team.




  “The old bastard said if I spooked his team again, he’d come after me with an ax, and I believe him,” Stevie said. “Cigarette?” He flipped up the windshield and scratched a kitchen match across the dash to light Henry’s, then his own. “She’s up there already,” he added, “sitting in the front row behind home plate with her little sister.”




  “How the hell do you know that?” Henry asked.




  “I was just there. I came down to get you,” said Stevie.




  “They haven’t started yet, have they?” Henry asked. “It’s not one o’clock yet.”




  “No, hell,” said Stevie. “Half the players from both teams haven’t showed up yet. You told her you’re going to quit school and join the army.”




  “Jesus,” said Henry. “That was supposed to be a secret. Damn her. If that ever gets back to my mother … ”




  “It won’t,” said Stevie. “She only told me. I don’t think she believes it anyway.”




  When they passed Miss Tessie Wedge in front of the pharmacy, Henry held his cigarette out of sight.




  The road past the Opera House to the school and ball field above was steep, but dry and packed firm. Stevie adjusted the needle valve and throttle and started the climb, leaning ahead into the hill.




  “Give her too much too fast and she could flip over backward,” Stevie said.




  As the flivver strained for the crest of the hill it slowed to a walk, and steam with a taste of hot metal and oil poured back over the boys. When Stevie eased it over the top of the hill, Henry looked back down at the town and harbor below, and the high broken spine of Barter Island in the distance; he flipped his cigarette into the road behind and turned his eyes and mind on the ball game, and the audience behind home plate.




  Virgil saw Tessie Wedge on the sidewalk ahead of him and muttered “Oh shit” under his breath. Miss Tessie, his wife’s maiden aunt (Virgil would not call her Aunt Tessie as Gladys did), was dressed for a day of shopping off-island in a double-breasted moire jacket with leg-o’-mutton sleeves that had been fashionable for ladies when Virgil was a boy, but were matronly to all but Miss Tessie in 1917. Virgil thought that she must have come up from Barter Island on the mail boat, and he hoped that he could get past her with a sentence or two. Miss Tessie, who believed that conventionality, as she saw it, was morality, had been waging silent combat with Virgil’s older sister Ava for twenty years, and had long been vocal in her disapproval of her niece’s marriage to a Coombs. Miss Tessie’s family lived on the west side of Barter Island; in her mind, her niece Gladys was a princess held captive by a family of troglodytes in a remote cove on the far side of the mountain. She adjusted her face in the shade of her wide hat to greet Virgil. Virgil tipped his hat.




  “Hello, Miss Tessie,” Virgil said.




  Though she had passed forty, Tessie Wedge had hardly weathered at all. Her complexion was still too pretty to powder; her hourglass waist and full bosom still drew wistful stares from men who did not know her.




  “Good afternoon, Virgil,” said Tessie Wedge. “What brings you to Stonington in the middle of the day?” When you should be taking care of your poor wife or hauling your traps. “How is my poor Gladys? I feel bad that I haven’t been over to see her lately; it’s been so busy you know.”




  “She’s still quite weak, and bedridden,” Virgil said. As you well know. “That’s why I’m here, to see if Doctor Banks can give her something to make her comfortable.”




  “Poor dear,” said Tessie Wedge. “She was the prettiest girl in the Penobscot Bay.” Until you wore her down with one pregnancy and miscarriage after another.




  “Is,” Virgil said. “She is the prettiest girl in the Penobscot Bay.”




  Tessie Wedge smiled seraphically. She’s a Wedge, after all.




  “Good afternoon, Miss Tessie,” said Virgil.




  “And to you, Virgil. Tell Gladys, please, that I will be over to visit shortly. We’ve missed her this past month in church.” Where you haven’t set foot since you were married. “Enjoy your baseball game.”




  The little that Virgil knew about baseball he had learned from Henry in the last couple of years. He could not remember ever playing baseball as a boy, or even having seen a game, though he had a vague memory of a scene such as this one—hiding behind his mother’s vast skirts from a crowd of angry shouting strangers somewhere off-island, perhaps here in Stonington. Watching Henry practice his pitching at home with a bait basket as his target, Virgil had learned about breaking balls, sliders, inshoots, fastballs, and brushing a batter between the belt and the letters to keep him from crowding the plate; he still did not understand what “bunching your batters” meant, though, or why anyone would choose to bunt when he could lay into the ball and score a home run.




  This afternoon he sat on the far end of the top row of the bleachers, where he could see the whole spectacle. When Rachel was with him, he sat in the same corner with her between him and any strangers who might decide to sit close by; today he put his hat on the plank next to him to make it look like he was saving that seat for someone. Rachel smelled of bath soap and often got so anxious for Henry, with all those people watching him alone on the mound, that she clutched Virgil’s sleeve. Today the spectators milled around on the baselines, in places three-deep; as late as the third inning (Virgil had yet to learn top from bottom) people continued to arrive on foot, and in wagons and buggies. The people who had come from Deer Isle gathered on the third-base line behind their Mariners, who wore dark blue uniforms and Chicago caps; the fans from Stonington collected behind their Quarrymen. Behind the backstop—a framework of peeling spruce poles covered by a worn-out gillnet—the bleachers were packed shoulder to shoulder, with the exception of the gap occupied by Virgil’s hat. As these were the only two teams in the Penobscot League that hailed from Deer Island, many of the spectators and a third of the players were related somehow to members of the opposition, and as a consequence the rivalry was as bitter as bad blood, which was often shed by the flashing spikes of a base runner, to everyone’s satisfaction.




  Long tall Henry dropped the resin bag, hid the ball in his glove, glanced over at the runner on third base, nodded to the catcher, and released a fastball that went low and inside. On the Fourth of July the Stonington Quarrymen had lost to the Mariners by one run, and had lost by the same margin three weeks later; now, in the fifth inning, they were tied three to three with two outs and a man on third who danced around with his arms held out from his sides. Henry lined up another pitch. Virgil held himself with his arms across his chest. He was amazed that Henry could be so calm, surrounded by so many people watching him, shouting at him every time he threw the ball. At times like this, Virgil’s pride in the boy, which grew an inch every time he watched him play, caused his hands to tighten the vise grip they had on his knees. Virgil wished Rachel was with him.




  The hog-bodied Mariner batter knocked Henry’s next pitch over the head of the right fielder to roll among the picnickers in the tall grass near the wagons. Virgil shut his eyes to block out the roar from the Deer Isle fans, and thought his heart would break for Henry as the runner crossed the plate and the batter stopped at second. The Quarrymen on the bench threw their hats down into the dust; the five girls sitting behind them in Stevie’s flivver hung their heads. But in the next two pitches Henry threw strikes, one slider after another, and Virgil’s hands relaxed on his knees. The batter, a skinny boy whose cheeks were cratered like the face of the moon, tipped Henry’s fastball over the head of the umpire, where it ripped its way through the flimsy gillnet and was caught by an astonished fan in the fifth row. Henry struck the boy out and retired the side with only one run given up, but this was only his second strikeout of the game. On the sideline the Quarrymen’s coach talked to Henry with a solemn hand resting on his shoulder, then waved to another player to warm up. Henry sat down on the end of the bench by the water pail, drank half a dipper, spilled the rest in the dust at his feet, and leaned forward, forearms on his knees. Watching Henry, Virgil did the same; he wanted to go down and say something to comfort Henry, but thought that he should not.




  The pitcher who relieved Henry gave up five runs in the next three innings, which made Virgil feel better for Henry’s sake and wonder why the coach did not put Henry back in. The Deer Isle fans were getting louder and louder, here and there dangerously personal; a new green touring car, which Virgil thought must be the Buick from Deer Isle that Henry had mentioned, honked its croaky horn every time a Quarryman swung and missed. With her little sister in hand, a girl of Henry’s age, in a blue bonnet and snow-white pinafore, eased her way through the Stonington crowd and stood behind Virgil, who sat sulking on the end of the bench. She was a pretty, pink-cheeked blond girl with long dancing curls; Virgil thought she must be the Dutch girl that Henry denied he was sweet on. Virgil could not remember her name. Henry did not know that the Dutch girl, Claire, was behind him until her little sister tapped him on the back. He looked over his shoulder, saw Claire’s smile that was meant to reassure, and turned back to the game without a word or the slightest lift of his glum expression.




  When the Quarrymen came up to bat in the bottom of the ninth, they were down by six runs. The taunts from the Mariner fans—“I hope you catch lobsters better than you catch fly balls, Teddy! ”—were chafing the nerves of the Quarrymen raw. The Mariner fans roared and honked and hooted when their red-faced pitcher struck out the first batter. Grim Henry was next up; he pounded the plate with his bat and glared at the pitcher. On the second pitch Henry connected for a hard line drive, which the second baseman snagged and held aloft in his glove for the adoring multitude. Henry threw down his bat. Virgil shook his head at Henry’s display of emotion, and watched as the Stonington crowd began to slip away in two and threes.




  When the game was lost, Virgil put on his hat and waited in his seat in the sun for the Deer Isle fans to settle down. He thought that he would like to knock the spit out of the bastard who kept squeezing that car horn. When the Stonington crowd had dispersed, leaving only a few consoling clusters of family and friends gathered around the bench, Virgil went down to say a few words to the players he knew and collect Henry, thinking that the ride home was going to be a goddamned grim one.




  Gladys Coombs rose slowly from deep in a laudanum dream. When she surfaced she found that she was still on her back in bed, and that the sun had just gone down behind the mountain, shading her house and the cove. Gladys did not need to sit up and look out the window to know that it had been Rachel’s footsteps coming up the cove road that had summoned her from her dream. Rachel was carrying something that made one gravelly footstep louder than the other; someone else would have thought that a woman who walked with a hitch in her stride was approaching, but Gladys knew the footsteps were Rachel’s. She had come home from work early, as she had promised she would, and Gladys thought that if it was a basket of food from the church ladies that she was carrying, it must be quite heavy and Rachel must have found someone to give her a ride over from town. She heard Rachel and Ava talking quietly in Ava’s dooryard; she could not make out what they were saying, and she did not strain to hear.




  When Rachel opened the kitchen door and whispered her name, Gladys spread the counterpane over the litter on the bed and turned on her side facing the far wall, feigning sleep. The medicine had eased her pain, but when she was awake, she had to suffer the terrible pressure down there. The veins in her legs felt as if they would burst, and even when she held her thighs together, it felt as if the baby was pushing down on a wet bag full of pudding that was about to burst. Gladys wanted to open her eyes and tell Rachel about the pressure, how it felt, but she thought that it would make her feel even dirtier to hear herself describe it. She could no more bear to complain to Rachel than she could bear to watch Ava when she came to take her soiled underclothes from the hamper on wash day.




  Gladys listened. Rachel set something heavy on the kitchen table, and with the faintest rustling unpacked it. She put something into the icebox, then pulled out the dripcatch tray and emptied it into the sink. For a long minute Rachel stood still. Gladys did not have to look to see her, in her working frock with the cuffs and collar still clean, a full skirt, and the apron behind which she hid her hands when not alone; she was standing by the sink, as straight as a trellis, going over the kitchen with an eye for things that Ava had not done. Gladys thought that she had not been able to watch her morning glory open in the morning sun for nearly two weeks, and she felt sorry for herself. A pair of raucous crows, or perhaps three of them, drifted in a loud dispute over the house, setting Rachel in motion.




  The women on the west side of Barter Island said that Rachel held her head too high. They said that she dressed smart and kept herself trim and handsome (though plain) because she was trolling for another husband. In weak moments, in the store with her Aunt Tessie and too many times at the Nitsomsosom Club, Gladys had agreed with them, and had hated herself for doing so. She knew that Rachel kept herself and her house neat and proper to set an example for Henry and out of respect for her lost husband, who had kept himself and everything he owned looking like it had just come out of a bandbox. Gladys often envied Rachel for her ruddy complexion and good health; usually she was consoled by her own pretty reflection in the mirror, but when she was sick abed as she was today, she did not dare to look at herself.




  Rachel walked softly through the dim parlor and into the bedroom, bringing with her the sweet smell of fruit pie and something roasted in basil. Gladys lay on her side breathing as a sleeper would; the baby kicked once and pushed with its shoulder. Rachel carried the breakfast bowl and cups from the bed table into the kitchen and returned to place a vase of fresh flowers, which Gladys guessed would be purple loosestrife from the edge of the bog—her favorite. Rachel opened the far window to let the draft from the kitchen door draw out the dank air.




  Gladys felt Rachel standing at the bedside, and she could smell the damp towel that she set on the bed while she moved the catalogs from the chair. The touch of the washcloth on her temple and forehead was as cool and soft as early morning.




  “I’m going out to your yard to pick up some of the early apples, if the deer haven’t gotten them,” Rachel whispered. “To make us some applesauce.”




  Rachel refolded the towel for a cooler surface, and caressed Gladys’s neck behind her ears like her mother used to do when she had the fever.




  “Don’t worry, dear, you’ll be all right soon,” Rachel said. “The baby is going to be fine. You both will. God will provide.”




  Outside, Rachel set the basket down under the Jonathan trees. A few hundred feet uphill from the house, she was framed in the upper half of Gladys’s open window. Gladys pulled herself up onto the pillows to watch her. Moving made her want to pee, and increased the pressure. She lay perfectly still to let the laudanum catch up again and take her mind off her body.




  Rachel held her apron gathered in one hand, collecting apples for the basket. When she moved farther uphill, the slanting sunlight touched the top of her head and made her bundled auburn hair glow like torchlight. Rachel inspected each apple, rolling it over in the grass with her toe before she bent over; she hated being stung by bees. When she had gathered the good ones from beneath the far tree, she came back and lowered her apron to let them tumble slowly into the basket. Under the tree closest to the window, Rachel reached for an apple that looked just fine, but when she picked it up, she found that the underside was brown and rotten, split open and oozing. She held it up to the window, where she had sensed that Gladys was watching, and made a sickly face before dropping it onto the ground. Gladys smiled, almost happy, and when Rachel lifted the basket and held it at an angle so that Gladys could see that it was more than half full, Gladys raised a pale, grateful hand in reply, and closed her eyes.




  “Look,” Virgil said. “I know you’re pissed off, but that doesn’t mean you can’t lift a hand to help out.”




  “What?” Henry snapped.




  “The spring line for one thing, if you don’t mind,” Virgil said. “I’m going to see if I can get this engine to go.”




  Virgil lifted the canvas cover from the little engine and folded it carefully. The moorings in the harbor that had held sleepy skiffs and peapods earlier in the day now held dozens of fishing boats, all but a few tied down and washed down, their crews gone ashore. The Conary brothers, the last to come in, were hauling in their sail; aboard a sloop nearby, a boy no more than twelve was bailing the bilge while his captain scrubbed the washboard. A gray-bearded man in a muffin cap, rowing on his knees to better see where he was going, made his way through the maze of boats whose bows pointed to the sun as it sank toward the distant Camden Hills. Henry took off his striped shirt, rolled his cap and glove up in it, and tucked the bundle out of sight.




  The Gladdy C. was powered by a temperamental Palmer two-cycle make-and-break engine that Virgil and his brothers, who would soon be under power as well, had installed in the cove that spring. Virgil cranked the flywheel, got no response, fidgeted with the choke, and tried again, to no avail.




  “It’s not getting any spark,” Henry said.




  “I know that.” Virgil wiped his brow; he hoped that the Conary brothers were not watching.




  “Amos says if you back the flywheel half a turn first, she’ll catch,” offered Henry.




  “Amos says? What the hell does Amos know about this engine, or any engine?”




  “Just give it a try,” Henry said. “Here, let me. You choke it.”




  Henry backed the flywheel, then cranked forward furiously with all the power of his pitching arm. The engine coughed, sputtered, then caught as Virgil adjusted the choke. Henry did not need to say anything; he stepped back and looked at his uncle as if he had just struck him out.




  “Jesus wept,” said Virgil.




  Clear of the crowded harbor, Virgil steered close to the Crotch Island quarry to watch the chuffing steam crane lower a block of blue granite the size of an outhouse into the hold of the unkempt schooner that they had seen coming in that morning. Astride the bowsprit, smoking a stubby pipe, a black-haired boy struck a worldly pose for Henry, who turned aside lest the boy see envy in his face.




  Virgil shut down the engine and they raised the mainsail for home, alone on the open bay with a congenial pair of harbor porpoises that swam off their port bow. The wind, chilly now, had backed around to the northwest and stiffened; Virgil thought that they would be home in plenty of time for him to wash his shirts and fix a small supper for Gladys if she wanted one. Henry sat as far forward as he could, sulking in his undershirt, and Virgil thought to suggest that he put his shirt and cap back on against the chill, then remembered.




  “You didn’t get your hair cut,” Virgil said.




  “No,” Henry said. He did not turn around. “It doesn’t matter.”




  “Don’t pout, Henry. Coombs men don’t pout. All it was was a baseball game,” said Virgil, though he suspected that it was more than the game that was bothering Henry.




  “Leave me alone, would you?”




  The Gladdy C. slipped around the northern head of Barter Island into the lee and the shadow of the mountain; Virgil let out the sail and let her run with the breeze and the going tide.




  “I talked to Stevie after the game,” Virgil said. “I told him that if he ever wanted to sell that flivver I’d buy it from him. He said—”




  “The hell you did,” Henry said.




  “The hell I didn’t.” Virgil hauled on the sail.




  “What would you do with a car like that down here?” Henry asked.




  “Why, I’d drive it around, what do you think? You could drive it, too; we all could.”




  “Drive it where?” Henry stood up at the mast as they turned into the cove. “Drive it back and forth on three miles of dirt road?”




  Henry snorted; he waved toward the houses in the darkening cove ahead.




  “East Jesus,” he said ruefully. “No, not even east Jesus, but a long haul from it, so far from the real world that the nearest big city is a tiny town on an island that’s still miles from the mainland where the biggest event of the year is a baseball game played on a field where a foul tip almost kills somebody because the backstop is a jury-rigged frame of rotten goddamned gillnet!”




  Virgil shook his head sadly. He had thought that his offer to buy the flivver and bring it down to the island would please Henry, but instead of thanks he got a raft of bitter crap, and he did not understand why.




  Virgil patted his shirt pocket to check for the little bottle that Dr. Banks had given him for Gladys, and, finding it, he remembered that he had forgotten to buy the atomizer she wanted so badly. He thought to chide Henry for not reminding him, but Henry would only say that he had not reminded him to get his hair cut, either, so Virgil let it go.




  “You could’ve at least given her a smile,” Virgil said. “After she braved that crowd to come and see you on the bench there. She’s some pretty. She the one they call the little Dutch girl? What’s her real name, anyway?”




  Henry did not answer.




  CHAPTER 2




  Family Matters




  

    “Who the hell is Margaret Sanger?”




    Walter Coombs, August 23, 1917


  




  Rachel stood with her hands in the pockets of her smock, watching for the mail boat at the little window of her office on the top floor of the cannery. Without a hint of breeze all day long, the sweet, fishy steam that arose from the vats below lingered in the upstairs offices. It rolled up the staircase in billows, and seeped up through the cracks in the floorboards. It wrinkled the pages of her ledger, fogged the window, permeated her clothing, even her petticoats, and curled her hair until it hung in damp, stinking ringlets. It was the kind of day she hated at the cannery, but today Maggie Bowen was coming home, and she had said in her last letter that she would be wearing her hair in a bob. Rachel peeked at the watch pinned to her smock, and rubbed a new hole in the foggy pane.




  Rachel and Maggie were cousins, both Bowens, and twelve years apart; Maggie had been the flower girl in Rachel’s wedding. When Maggie was a girl, she’d stood apart from her fellow students in the schoolyard during recess, or had stayed at her desk to read. She was polite, even amiable, but she did not join the other girls when they gathered in ribbons and curls to whisper and giggle outside the schoolhouse; she walked home alone. Some said that she was shy, others that she was a snob; the truth was that she preferred the company of older females—Rachel, whom she visited often, chief among them. After John died, Maggie walked over to the cove from town after school to have tea with Rachel at least twice a week. Only thirteen, Maggie had the sense not to try to console Rachel in her grief, or to express even the slightest pity; instead she played with little Henry in the dooryard or read to him by the front window, while Rachel, tired from a long day at her new job at the cannery, took care of her house and started supper. When they talked over tea, Rachel urged Maggie to go on to high school in Stonington and, if her family was willing, to go on to teachers college, or better. She told Maggie that when she was her age, she had been afraid to leave home, Barter Island, and board with strangers for two years, and she regretted it. Rachel remembered that there had been a spray of white lilacs on the table when she had covered Maggie’s soft hand with hers and made her promise that she would continue her schooling, and Maggie, without a blink, swore that she would.
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