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  Chapter 1
Without Halos


"Look at it, Doris," said Janie. "Just look at it." 
"I'm looking at it."
"No. Look. The breakwater."
Doris, two steps behind her in the lantern room with her coat buttoned to the chin and her breath smoking, looked out through the frosted glass at the harbor in the gray before sunrise. The breakwater beacon flashed green, a half mile off, every four seconds, the way it had every night of her life.
"It's the breakwater," said Doris. "It's green. It flashes."
"It's sharp," said Janie. "It's a point. A little hard green point. For five years it's been a smudge with a ring round it, like a dandelion gone to seed. I thought that was how it looked. I thought that was how lights were." She put her gloved hand flat on the cold glass. "And look there. The daybeacon on Bell Ledge. That iron pole. I can see the cage on top of it. I haven't seen that cage since 2023."
Doris looked. Two miles off to the north-northwest, past the end of Bell Point, a thin black stroke stood up out of the gray sea with a small square on top of it, against the paler gray of the sky.
"So you can," said Doris. She was quiet a moment. "Mine was 2019. You don't notice it going. You only notice it coming back."
"I'd forgotten the world had edges," said Janie.
It was Thursday, the first of February, 2029, a little after six, and three weeks since the young doctor in Rockland had taken the cloud out of her left eye in twenty minutes and sent her home on the Thursday boat with a plastic shield taped over it. She'd worn the shield for a week, cursing. Now she stood in her own lantern room and saw her own island the way she'd seen it at nineteen, every rock with its edge.
She tapped the aneroid on the wall. She watched the needle.
Thu. 1 Feb. 2029. 0600. Wind NW light. Bar. 30.24 rising. Clear, sea smoke on the Thoroughfare. Vis. 15 mi. Sea smooth. Light burning bright. (D.W. behind.)
"Ten days," said Doris quietly.
"I know."
"Do you want to talk about it?"
"No," said Janie. "Not yet. Let's go down."

      ***The Thursday ferry came in at half past ten through the last of the sea smoke, which lay on the water in long white rags and curled up off it in the cold sun like steam off a kettle. Janie was on the town landing in Russ's barn coat with Russ the cane, because she'd written to a man in Bangor in November, and he'd written back, and today he was coming.
Clement Coombs was on the float, as he always was.
He was always there. Every boat, summer and winter, for as long as Janie could remember: a tall gray man in an old canvas pilot's jacket, catching the bow line Danny's deckhand threw and taking a turn round the cleat and making it fast, then walking aft for the stern line, then standing by the gangway to give an arm to anyone who wanted one. Nobody had ever asked him to. Nobody could have stopped him.
"Morning, Janie," he called up to the landing, with a wave. "Cold enough for you?"
"Just about, Clement."
"You can see me, can you? With the new eye?"
"I can see every gray hair on your head."
Clement laughed and turned to the gangway.
The passengers came off: two Gaskill cousins with groceries, a man from the electric co-op with a toolbox, Wendell's daughter with a baby in a snowsuit. And then a tall, stooped man of about fifty in a navy parka and glasses, carrying a canvas duffel, who stopped at the top of the gangway and looked up at the island the way people did who'd only ever seen it in photographs.
Clement took his duffel without being asked.
"Welcome to Hagstone," he said warmly. "You'll be Mr. Mabee. The minister said you'd be on this boat. I'm Clement Coombs." He held out his free hand.
The man looked at the hand. Then at Clement's face. Then he shook it, briefly.
"Hal Mabee," he said. "Coombs."
"Coombs," said Clement gently. "Yes. I'm afraid so." He hefted the duffel. "I'll carry this up to the inn for you. It's no trouble. It's on my way."
"I can carry it."
"I know you can. Let me." Clement smiled. "It's the least a Coombs can do, I'd think."
Hal Mabee looked at him for a moment longer, and then, slowly, let him take it.

      ***The last passenger off was Lucien Thibault.
Janie hadn't known he was coming. Nobody had, it seemed, except Bettina, who was at the top of the landing in her good wool coat looking pinched. He came down the gangway in a dark city overcoat with a leather briefcase and no hat, a slight man of forty-eight with very black hair going gray at the sides, and he stopped on the float as Clement came back down from the landing.
"Lucien," said Clement. He put out his hand, warm as ever. "Back for the last of it?"
"Clement." Lucien shook it. "Yes. The last of it. The office, the papers. The committee." He smiled thinly. "Brume is very sorry to leave."
"I'm sure it is. We'll miss you." Clement clapped his shoulder. "Mind the ice on the ramp. It's treacherous this time of year."
Lucien came up the ramp, slowly, minding the ice. At the top, he looked up, and saw Janie.
His face went gray. Not pale; gray, like the sea smoke. He stopped. For a moment Janie thought he was going to come straight across the landing to her. He took half a step.
Then he made her a small, stiff bow, the way she'd seen men do in old films.
"Madame Pettengill," he said.
"Mr. Thibault."
He opened his mouth. Shut it again. Looked past her, at nothing. And then he turned and walked away up the hill toward the inn with Bettina beside him, very fast, his briefcase banging against his leg.
"Well," said Doris at her elbow. "What was that?"
"I don't know," said Janie.
"He looked at you like he'd seen a ghost."
"He's looked at me like that since 2027," said Janie slowly. "Every time Carrie's name comes up. 'I never met her,' he said. I've always thought it was a strange thing to say so quickly."

      ***At the Store at two, Hal Mabee and Lucien Thibault met at the coffee urn.
Janie wasn't there. She heard it afterward from four people, which meant it was true. Wendell told it best, from the bench.
"Mabee's standing there pouring a coffee, minding his own business, and the Brume fellow comes in for stamps, and Tess says, 'Oh, Mr. Thibault, this is Mr. Mabee, from Bangor,' the way she does, introducing people. And the Brume fellow goes white, and Mabee goes red. And Mabee says, very quiet, 'Thibault. Brume Hospitality.' And the Brume fellow says yes. And Mabee says, 'Your company's lawyer phoned my mother in December. My mother's eighty-four. He offered her twenty thousand dollars to sign away any claim the Mabee family might have to the Gores. He said it would be convenient for everyone.'" Wendell shook his head. "And then he says it. Loud. Whole Store heard it. 'Your company tried to buy my family's name for a check, Mr. Thibault. My great-grandfather's name. For twenty thousand dollars.'"
"What did the Brume fellow say?" said Elmer, cupping his ear.
"Nothing. That's the thing. He didn't say anything at all. He just stood there with his stamps. And then he said, 'I'm sorry,' and walked out. Didn't even pay."
"Tess went after him with his change," said Fred Coffin. "He wouldn't take it."

      ***Hal Mabee came up the Head road at half past three, on foot, with his hands in his parka pockets, and Janie met him at the door.
"Mrs. Pettengill."
"Mr. Mabee. Come in. Sit down. There's tea, and there's Doris's gingerbread, and there's a cat on the radiator who'll want to know who you are."
He came in and stood just inside the door, the way people did in that kitchen the first time, looking at everything: the stove, the barograph on the windowsill, the log on the table, the tide table thumbtacked by the door. Fresnel looked at him from the radiator, unimpressed. Then Hal took off his glasses and polished them on his scarf.
"I'm sorry," he said. "It's just. My great-grandfather lived in this house. Josiah. From 1919 to 1931. My grandmother was born upstairs." He put his glasses back on. "I've only ever seen it in one photograph. And now I'm standing in it."
"Sit down," said Janie gently. "Sit in that chair. That's the visitor's chair. Every visitor to this house has sat in it since before your great-grandfather. He'll have sat in it himself, of an evening."
Hal sat.
"You have his eyes," said Janie, pouring tea. "Doris said so on the landing, and Doris is never wrong about faces. I've seen the photograph in the Light Trust archive. Gray, set deep, a little sad at the corners."
"So my mother says." He took the cup. "She's eighty-four. She was born in Bangor in 1944. She never met him; he died in '52 when she was eight. But she remembers the shame. The whole family carried it. 'The drunk keeper.' The man who let the light go out and drowned three Coast Guardsmen." His hands were tight round the cup. "Do you know what it's like, to carry that for ninety-eight years? For four generations? My father wouldn't let us say the name Hagstone in the house."
"I've an idea," said Janie quietly.
She put Amos Coombs's pocket diary on the oilcloth in front of him, open at January. And beside it, the photocopy of Ephraim Gale's receipt, and the transcript of Thankful Coombs's statement that Nora had given her in December.
"Then read these," she said. "Take your time. There's all afternoon."
He read them.
He read for a long time. Janie sat across from him and didn't say anything. Once he took off his glasses again and pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes, and held them there, and then put his glasses back on and went on reading.
At last he set the transcript down.
"'God forgive us all three,'" he said.
"That's Amos Coombs's own hand. The night it happened."
"And the old woman. Thankful. She said— she said he never drank. Josiah. She said they locked him in his own oil house. That he was telling the truth." His voice shook. "Nobody ever believed him. Nobody. Not the Lighthouse Service, not the inquiry, not the newspapers, not his own neighbors. He went to his grave in Bangor in 1952 saying three men he couldn't see had overpowered him, and they put him down as a drunk who'd invented an excuse."
"He wasn't," said Janie. "He was a keeper. He told the truth. And on Sunday week, at the anniversary service, Pastor Spofford is going to stand up in front of this whole island and say so. With your leave."
Hal Mabee sat in the visitor's chair in the keeper's kitchen at Hagstone Head where his great-grandfather had sat, and put his face in his hands.

      ***He left at half past five to walk back to the inn in the dark, refusing a ride, with his parka zipped and a flashlight Janie made him take.
"Mind the Head road," she said at the door. "The bend by the boathouse ices."
"I'll mind it." He stopped on the step. "Mrs. Pettengill. That Brume man. Thibault. I said something to him at the Store this afternoon. I wasn't kind." He looked down the dark road. "He looked— I don't know. He looked like a man who'd been waiting for somebody to say it. Is that strange?"
"No," said Janie slowly. "No, I don't think it's strange at all."
He went away down the road, the little circle of the flashlight bobbing on the gravel, until the bend took it.

      ***At twenty-five to six Walt came up the Head road from the Beal cottage, as he did every Thursday now, for the evening round.
"Cold," he said at the door, stamping. "Clear as glass. You'll see every light from Monhegan to Matinicus tonight."
"I've been seeing them all day. Three weeks, and I still can't get used to it."
"You'll get used to it." He took the log from the table. "And then you'll take it for granted, like the rest of us. That's the trouble with good eyes." He smiled at her. "Coming up?"
"I've had my climb."
"I know. I'm only asking so you can say no." He went to the foot of the stairs. "Eighty-seven."
"Rest on the landings, Walter."
"I always rest on the landings," said Walt. "I'm seventy-seven. I rest on the doorstep."
She heard him go up, his long careful tread on the iron, counting under his breath the way he did, one, two, three. Round and round, up and away. The landing. The landing. The hatch.
She sat at the kitchen table with her tea and listened to the light turning above her, and the sea, and the stove, and Fresnel snoring on the radiator, and thought about Hal Mabee's face, and about Lucien Thibault's face on the ramp, gray as smoke, opening his mouth to say something and shutting it again.
Madame Pettengill.

      ***Walt was a long time coming down.
He was usually twenty minutes. Twenty-five, on a cold night. It was nearly forty before she heard him on the stairs, and he came down slowly, much more slowly than he'd gone up, with the log under his arm and his face, when he came into the lamplight at the bottom, very still.
He didn't say anything. He put the log on the table in front of her, open, and stood beside her chair.
She read his entry in his tidy ferry captain's hand.
Thu. 1 Feb. 2029. 1800. Wind NW light. Bar. 30.26 rising. Clear. Vis. 20 mi. Sea smooth. Light burning bright.
And under it, smaller, squeezed in above the people line:
Light seen bearing NNW, Bell Ledge — white, flashing, approx. 6 sec. Unlit mark. Observed 1750–1805, then out. (W.F.)
Janie read it twice.
Then she looked up at him.
"Janie," said Walt. His voice was quite level, the voice he'd used for thirty-seven years on a ferry bridge in fog. "There's a light on Bell Ledge."
"There's no light on Bell Ledge, Walter," said Janie. "There never has been."
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