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  Chapter 1
Off Little Gore


The hearing aid whistled when she pulled the watch cap down over it, a thin high note like a kettle in another room, and Janie stopped on the bottom step of the tower and said, "Oh, hush," and pushed the wool back an inch until it stopped. 
Three months, and she still forgot it was there until it complained. The audiologist in Rockland had fitted it on the twentieth of July and stood back and said, "Now. Say something," and Janie had said, "I can hear the air conditioning," in such a tone of betrayal that the audiologist had laughed out loud.
She climbed, with a rest on each landing now that she didn't mention to anyone. At the top the October dark was still full on the glass, and the first real frost of the fall had furred the gallery rail white.
Fri. 8 Oct. 2027. 0600. Wind NW light. Bar. 30.24 rising. Clear, frost. Vis. 15 mi. Sea smooth.
The house below was empty. Toby had gone across to Bramhall on Sunday night's boat, as he had every Sunday since the seventh of September, and would come home on the 3:30 this afternoon. The fall schedule still ran a boat every day until Thanksgiving; after that it would be three a week, and the island would shrink to its winter size. Five nights a week the boy slept on Water Street in Walt Ferris's spare room and ate Walt's terrible fried eggs, and five nights a week the house was so quiet that Janie had started leaving the kitchen radio on for the cat.
"Three nights home this time," she told Fresnel, when she got down. "Harvest supper tomorrow. Columbus Day Monday."
Fresnel, on the radiator, opened one eye.
"I know," said Janie. "I'm counting too."

      ***At the Store at half past seven the woodstove had been lit for the first time since April, and the bench was crowded round it with its hands out.
"State survey," Wendell Gaskill was saying. "Marine Resources charters a dragger every fall before the season and tows the scallop grounds. Counts 'em. Measures 'em. Jesse's aboard as the state's man."
"What dragger?" said Elmer Beal, cupping his ear.
"Stonington boat. Ellie & Grace. Sid Thurlow's. Big green thing." Wendell jerked his head at the window, where far out to the north a green dragger with a tall boom was working slowly back and forth. "Working Little Gore this morning. Good bottom."
"Nothing good about Little Gore," said Fred Coffin.
There was a small silence on the bench. Janie, at the counter with her milk, felt it go round the stove like a draft, and felt several of them not look at her.
"Morning, Janie," said Tess, too brightly. "You're coming tomorrow. Harvest supper."
"I'm bringing the brown bread."
"Mavis is doing eleven pies. Eleven. I told her nobody needs eleven pies. She said that's what I said last year, and we ran out."
"We ran out at seven-fifteen," said Wendell. "I was there. I got a sliver."
"You got two slices and a sliver, Wendell Gaskill."
On the shelf behind the register the VHF murmured on channel nine. Somebody was complaining about a seal. Then a man's voice, clipped, with the flat vowels of Stonington, said, "Hang-up in the drag," and another said, "Say again," and the first said, "Stand by."
Nobody on the bench paid any attention.

      ***She was on her own kitchen step at twenty past eleven, knocking the frost off her boots, when channel nine went silent.
She heard it through the open window from the little radio on the dresser. One moment there was the usual chatter. Then a young man's voice she knew said, very carefully, "Ellie & Grace to Hagstone. Anybody on the island. Can somebody get me the number for the Medical Examiner's office in Augusta. Landline. Not on the radio. Somebody call my cell."
And after that, nothing. Not a joke, not a question. The silence went on and on, hissing faintly, the way the whole island had gone silent two years and eight months ago, when Lyman Coffin had called in from Little Gore to say he'd found the skiff.
Janie went inside, and sat down at the kitchen table, and put her hands flat on the oilcloth.
"All right," she said to the cat. "All right. We'll wait."

      ***Jesse Haskell came up the Head road himself at ten past twelve, with his cap in his hands, turning it round and round by the brim. She opened the kitchen door before he could knock.
"Mrs. Pettengill."
"Come in, Jesse."
"I'd rather say it here, if that's all right." He stood on the step. He was twenty-eight, and he had been in Carrie's Sunday school class, and she had taught him the bowline with a piece of clothesline when he was seven. "We were towing off Little Gore. The survey. Second tow, southeast side, sixty feet. Sid felt the net hang up and come free heavy. When it came aboard there was—" His face worked. "There were human remains in the drag, Mrs. Pettengill. In the bag. Bones. In what was left of some clothes. Lashed to a concrete block. The old kind, with something cast in it."
Janie held the door frame.
"They can't tell anything yet," said Jesse quickly. "Nothing. I don't know anything. Nobody knows. It's going to Augusta on the one o'clock boat, and it could be anybody. But it's Little Gore. And everybody heard me on nine. And I wanted you to hear it from me before you heard it from anybody else."
"Thank you, Jesse."
"I'm sorry. I'm so sorry."
"You've nothing to be sorry for. You were kind." She heard her own voice, level, like someone reading a barometer. "Is there anything. Anything at all that—"
"No, ma'am. It's been in the water a long time." He looked at her. "Do you want me to stay? Get somebody? Doris? Ellen?"
"They'll come," said Janie. "They'll have heard."

      ***Ellen came first, in her old green coat with her hair still wet from the shower, and put the kettle on without asking.
"Don't get up," she said. "Don't do anything. I'm going to make tea, and you're going to drink it, and then we'll see."
"Ellen, you've a funeral on Vinalhaven at three."
"Mark's taking the boat over with a note. They can bury Mr. Hopkins without me. He never liked my sermons." She set the cup in front of Janie. "Drink."
Doris came at a quarter to one. She didn't knock. She came straight in with her coat buttoned wrong and a covered dish, hot through the cloth, and put it on the stove.
"I put the sign up," she said. "On the window. Closed. I have never put that sign up in forty-two years in the middle of a weekday. Don't say anything. Ellen, move over."
"I wasn't going to say anything," said Janie.
"You were going to say I shouldn't have. I know your face." Doris sat down. She took Janie's hand, which she had done perhaps three times in fifty years, and held it hard on the oilcloth. "It's macaroni. You don't have to eat it. You have to have it in the house."
Lyman came at one, with the dog. He didn't come to the table. He stood just inside the door with his cap in his hands and looked at Janie, and she looked back at him. Two years and eight months ago it was Lyman who had found the skiff on Little Gore, swamped and empty, and spent four days in hospital afterward, and he had never once spoken of it in her hearing.
"Lyman," she said.
"Janie."
"Sit down."
He sat on the woodbox by the stove. Dory lay down across his boots.
"I'm not going to say anything," he said. "I'm just going to sit."
"Good," said Janie. "That's what I want."
He sat there an hour without another word, and she found after the first ten minutes that she could not have borne it if he'd left.

      ***At half past one she phoned Neil.
"Mum?" He answered on the first ring; she could hear his office behind him. "It's Friday. Is everything—"
"Neil. I need you to come on the last boat."
A silence. "What's happened?"
She told him plainly, the way Jesse had told her, with nothing in it but the facts. When she finished there was a sound on the line she had not heard her son make since he was eight years old.
"I'm coming," he said. "I'll make the three-thirty."
"Toby's on the three-thirty."
"Then I'll be on it with him." His voice broke. "Mum, don't tell him on the phone. Let me tell him. On the boat. Let me be the one sitting next to him."
"Yes," said Janie. "Yes. That's right. You tell him."
"Is anybody with you?"
She looked round her kitchen: Ellen at the stove, Doris holding her hand, Lyman on the woodbox with the dog across his feet.
"Yes," she said. "Everybody."

      ***Walt called at twenty to four.
"Janie. Doris called me. I've just put the boy on the boat with Neil. I stood on the ramp till they cast off."
"Thank you, Walter."
"He didn't ask me anything. He knew something was wrong the minute Neil walked into my kitchen at a quarter past three in a suit and tie, white as a sheet. Neil drove from Portland like a madman, I'd say. The boy just looked at him and went upstairs and packed." A pause. "He packed his census notebook first. Before his toothbrush."
"He would."
"I'll come out tomorrow. On the morning boat. For the supper, if there's still a supper. Or for nothing. Just to be on the island." Another pause, the careful pause of a man choosing a course through ledges. "If that's all right."
"It's all right."
"No particular schedule," said Walt, very gently, and hung up.
She went down to the landing at five, though Doris said she shouldn't and Ellen said she should.
"It's not your place to stand on that landing," said Doris.
"It's exactly her place," said Ellen.
"I'll stand in the truck," said Lyman, "and you can both argue with the windshield."
"Hush, all three of you," said Janie. "I'm going down to meet my boy's boat. I've met every boat he's ever been on."
The ferry came round the breakwater in the long gold light, nearly empty now that the summer was over, and she saw the two of them at the bow rail: the tall man in his good Portland coat, and the boy beside him in his school sweatshirt. Neil had his arm round Toby's shoulders. Toby was standing very straight, looking at the island.
The ramp came down. Toby stopped at the top and looked at his grandmother, and then past her at Lyman, by the truck, and at Lyman's face. Janie saw her grandson see it.
He didn't cry. He walked straight up the landing and put his arms round her, his chin on her shoulder, which he could reach now. He had grown an inch since August, on the mainland, out of her sight.
"Grammie," he said into her collar.
"I know," said Janie. "I know, love."
"Uncle Neil told me at Owls Head. He held on to me the whole rest of the way." Toby's voice was muffled and quite steady. "Nobody knows yet. Right? Nobody knows."
"Nobody knows."
"Then I'm not going to know either," said Toby. "Not till they say."
"That's sensible."
"It's not sensible." He let go of her and stepped back, and his face was white and dry. "It's just the only thing I can do."

      ***That night she and Neil sat in Carrie's room.
Neither had said they would. Toby had gone to bed at ten with the door shut and his light on. Doris and Ellen had gone home. Lyman had driven Doris and then come back and sat in his truck at the bottom of the Head road with the engine running for an hour before he went.
And at eleven Janie found herself in Carrie's doorway, and Neil came up the stairs behind her.
The room was as Carrie had left it. Her oilskins on the hook. Her chart of the Thoroughfare on the wall, drawn at sixteen. Her Bowditch. Her bed with the blue quilt. Janie sat on the end of the bed, and after a moment Neil sat beside her. They didn't turn on the lamp. The beam came round outside every six seconds, and lit the room, and went away.
"I used to think," said Neil, very low, "that if she was ever found it'd be better. That it'd be over."
"So did I."
"Do you still?"
Janie looked at the oilskins on the hook. In the beam they were yellow, then gray, then yellow.
"I've kept the log every day for two years and eight months against this morning," she said. "I wrote her name on the people line at Easter last year, and I thought that was me putting her to rest. And this morning, when nine went quiet, I found I couldn't bear it." She folded her hands. "I didn't want her found, Neil. I wanted her back. Those aren't the same thing. I've known that for two years and eight months, and I didn't know it at all until today."
He put his hand over both of hers in her lap and left it there.
"Do you remember," he said after a while, "the overall straps? You told me in July. She was four and she tried to walk on the fog."
"I fished her out by the straps."
"I remember her screaming. Not frightened. Furious. Because it hadn't held her."
"She was always furious when things didn't hold."
The beam came round. Went. Came round.
"Mum," he said at last, into the dark. "What if it's her."
Janie looked at the window.
"Then she's home," she said.
She said it plainly, steadily, the way she would have read him the glass. And she knew, as she said it, that she wouldn't be able to say it again.
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