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  Chapter 1
Six Seconds, White


The handrail was cold enough to ache through her gloves by the sixtieth step, which was where it always began to ache, and Janie Pettengill had long ago stopped minding the ache and started minding the number. Sixty. There had been a time, and she could remember it without any trouble at all, when sixty was nothing, when she had taken these iron stairs two at a time with a kerosene can in each hand and a baby on her hip, Russ shouting up from the bottom that she'd break her neck and she shouting down that she'd break his first. Now sixty was where the knees began their conversation, low and complaining, like two old men on the bench at the Store discussing the weather and finding it wanting. 
Sixty-one. Sixty-two.
She counted under her breath because counting kept the breath even, and because the tower had eighty-seven steps and she had climbed them twice a day for fifty-three years and felt she owed them the courtesy of a count. Somewhere below her, in the keeper's house, the kitchen clock would be ticking toward six, and the kettle would be cooling on the back of the stove, and Fresnel would be stretched along the radiator like a gray fur stole somebody had dropped. Above her the lens was turning. She could feel it before she heard it: a faint, regular shiver in the iron under her palm, the clockwork-steady pulse of the motor that had replaced the clockwork, so that the whole tower hummed very slightly, like a cat that does not want you to know it is pleased.
Eighty-five. Eighty-six. Eighty-seven.
The lantern room smelled the way it had always smelled, of lens polish and brass and the dry warmth of sun-warmed glass, with the cold salt evening pressing at the glass from outside. The great fourth-order lens stood in the middle of it all like a beehive made of light, its glass prisms stacked in rings, each one catching the gray evening light and bending it. It went around once every thirty seconds and threw a white flash every six. The Coast Guard had automated it in 1989. Janie had never quite accepted the news.
"You're late," said Toby from the gallery door.
"I'm on time. You're early."
"It's five fifty-eight."
"Then I'm two minutes early, and you're a liar." She took the logbook from under her arm and set it on the little shelf beneath the window, where it had sat every evening since Nixon was president. "What have you got?"
Her grandson was twelve and long in the wrist and had his mother's way of standing with one foot on top of the other, as if the floor were an inconvenience he was managing. He had the binoculars around his neck on their cracked leather strap, the spiral notebook in one hand and a pencil behind his ear, and the hood of his navy sweatshirt was up against the wind, so that his face looked out of it like an owl out of a hollow tree.
"Eleven boats in since four," he said. "Four out. Pete Gaskill went back out at five-ten and came in again at five-forty because I think he forgot something. Mr. Wheelwright's skiff went from the harbor road to the town float and back. The mail boat came at eleven-fifteen but that was before school got out so I got it from Mrs. Abbott's window. She let me."
"Generous of her."
"She said it was a primary source." He considered. "And Second Wind is coming in now. Look how high he's got the traps."
Janie stepped out onto the gallery. The wind came at her straight off the Atlantic, smelling of rockweed and wet granite and something colder underneath, something white and patient. She put her hand on the rail and looked down.
Below her the whole of Hagstone harbor lay open like a page. The fish houses on their pilings, shingled gray and green and one defiant red. The Co-op wharf with its bait shed and its scale house and its stacks of wire traps waiting to go back into the water now that the worst of the winter was over. The town float, the ferry slip, the mooring field with its white and blue lobster boats nodding at their pennants. The shore road curving around the harbor like an arm around a shoulder. The spruce on the headlands going black. And at the end of it all, reaching out into the harbor mouth from the eastern shore, the long granite breakwater with its little steel post at the tip, and on the post the beacon, small and faithful, flashing green. There was an hour yet before sunset, but the fog bank had dimmed the evening early, and the beacon's little eye had already decided it was night.
Green, four seconds. Green, four seconds. You could set your watch by it. Janie often had.
A lobster boat was coming in past the breakwater with the light behind it, and she recognized the shape of the wheelhouse before she could read the name. Dale Hallowell's boat. The traps on the stern were stacked higher than the rail, five and six deep, a tottering wire wall.
"That's a lot of gear to set in one go," Toby said.
"It is."
"Is that allowed?"
"It's allowed if he's got the tags for them." She lifted her chin at the boat as it swung past the breakwater toward the east mooring field. "Every trap's got to carry a tag from the state, and every man's only got so many tags. Eight hundred, here."
"How many's he got?"
"I have no idea, Mr. Vachon, and I'm not going to count Dale Hallowell's traps from the top of a lighthouse." She went back inside and uncapped her pen. "That's what the Marine Patrol's for."
He followed her in and stood at her elbow while she wrote, as he had taken to doing that winter, without ever being asked and without ever saying why. She didn't ask either. There were a great many things the two of them didn't say to each other, and she had begun to think of the not-saying as a kind of room they shared, small and warm and with the curtains drawn.
March 30, 1800, she wrote. Wind S, light. Sea smooth. Vis 5 mi, fog bank to SE. Glass 30.04, falling slowly. Temp 41. Lamp in good order, lens clean.
And below that, on the line Russ had always called the people line, because he said a keeper who only wrote down weather would end up talking to it:
Traps going in. Toby counts eleven boats.
She left a space. She always left a space. On the page facing, in the margin, in a smaller hand, was a column of dates going back fourteen months, and beside each one a name, and beside the name nothing at all.
"Are you going to write it?" Toby said.
"Write what?"
He didn't answer, and she didn't make him. She capped the pen. Through the glass, the fog bank to the southeast had come a little closer; its edge was soft and rolling, the color of the inside of an oyster shell, and the bell buoy off Dogfish Ledge had begun to ring, slow and uneven, which meant a swell was coming in under the calm.
"Fog tonight," she said.
"How do you know?"
"Because the bell's talking, and the beacon's got a halo." She pointed. Around the little green light at the end of the breakwater the air had begun to glow, very faintly, a ring of green mist each time it flashed. "When you can see the light in the air instead of just the light, the air's full of water. Your mother used to call it the beacon putting its hat on."
He went very still beside her. She had not meant to say it. It had simply come out, the way a hymn comes out on a Sunday when you think you've forgotten the words.
"Grammie," he said, after a while, "somebody's coming up the hill."

      ***It was Jonah Wheelwright, harbormaster, sixty-one years old, in his canvas jacket and his good boots, carrying a lobster buoy under one arm like a football. He came up the path from the shore road at the deliberate pace of a man who has decided to do something and is afraid that if he hurries he'll undecide it. By the time Janie got down the eighty-seven steps, which took her rather longer going down than it ever had going up, he was standing on the keeper's porch with his cap in his hand, looking at Carrie's oilskins on the hook by the door.
"Janie."
"Jonah. You'll want coffee."
"I won't stay."
"I didn't ask if you'd stay, I asked if you wanted coffee."
He almost smiled. Jonah Wheelwright had been harbormaster on Hagstone since 2003 and was the only man on the island who kept a log as faithfully as she did; he wrote down every boat that moved in his harbor, every mooring that dragged, every float that went adrift, in a fat green ledger in the harbormaster's shed, in a handwriting so small and square it looked typeset. His wife Marjorie had died eleven years ago, and he lived alone on the harbor road in a gray house whose kitchen window looked straight out at the breakwater beacon, and he had come to Russ's funeral and Carrie's memorial in the same jacket and stood at the back both times and left before the sandwiches. She had always liked him. She had never once had a real conversation with him.
"This is for the boy," he said, and held out the buoy.
Toby, who had come down the stairs behind her, took it in both hands. It was an old wooden buoy, hand-turned, painted in three bands, yellow, black, and green, and someone had mended a crack along its spindle with a neat wrapping of tarred marline.
"That's my father's colors," Jonah said. "He fished out of here till 1979. Found it in the shed when I was clearing out. Thought for your census you might want to know the old colors as well as the new ones." He cleared his throat. "That's a good piece of work you're doing. Mrs. Abbott showed me the first part. You've got times down to the minute."
"I try to," Toby said.
"Well. Minutes matter." Jonah turned his cap around in his hands. "Minutes matter more than people think."
Janie poured the coffee anyway and set it on the porch rail, and Jonah, after a moment, picked it up. The steam rose and was taken by the wind. Down in the harbor Second Wind had picked up her mooring, and they could hear, faint across the water, the clank of traps being shifted on the deck.
"Busy evening on the water," Janie said.
"It's the time of year." Jonah drank. He looked at the beacon. He looked at Toby, who was turning the buoy in his hands and reading the colors as if they were words. Then he looked at Janie, and she saw in his face the expression she had seen on a great many faces in fifty-three years, on fishermen come up the hill to tell her a light was out somewhere and they weren't sure if it was their business to say so: the look of a man holding a thing he would rather put down.
"I'm sending something to Boothbay in the morning," he said.
"Oh?"
"On the mail boat. To the Marine Patrol." He said it carefully, as if setting a full cup on an uneven table. "It's been coming a while. I've been sure for a month and I've been sure enough for a week and as of this afternoon I've stopped pretending I'm not sure. So." He shrugged, a small, unhappy movement. "It'll go in the morning."
"Is this the kind of thing I'm going to hear about on channel nine?"
"Everybody's going to hear about it on channel nine." He finished the coffee in one long swallow, which must have burned, and set the mug on the rail. "That's not why I came up."
"Why did you come up, Jonah?"
He looked at Toby again, and then away. Out on the water the fog had come a little closer; its first long fingers were reaching across the harbor mouth toward the breakwater, and the beacon's green flash bloomed in them each time like a lamp seen through a curtain.
"There's something in my harbor log," Jonah said, "that you ought to see. I should've shown it to you a long time ago. I've been a coward about it, if you want to know, because it wasn't my business and I didn't know what it meant and I didn't want to be the one to—" He stopped. "Not tonight. After I've done a thing in the morning. I'll come up after the mail boat. Or you come down to the shed, if your knees are up to it."
"My knees," said Janie, "are up to anything that happens before noon."
"After the mail boat, then."
"Jonah." She didn't raise her voice. She had never needed to raise her voice; it carried, Russ used to say, like a foghorn wearing a cardigan. "If it's about my daughter, I'd rather know tonight."
The harbormaster stood on the step below her with his cap in his hands, and for a moment she thought he would tell her. His mouth opened. Then the bell buoy rang out on Dogfish Ledge, three slow strokes, and he closed it again and shook his head.
"I'd rather tell you right," he said, "than tell you fast. I've got to check a thing first. I don't want to put anything in your head that isn't so. You've had enough of that."
He put his cap on and went down the steps. At the bottom of the path he turned around and lifted a hand, and Toby lifted the buoy in answer, and then the harbormaster went off down the hill into the gathering fog, a square figure in a canvas jacket, walking slower than he had come up.

      ***Supper was haddock chowder from the freezer, because it was Monday, and Monday was chowder from the freezer and had been since before Toby was born. Janie heated it in the cast-iron pot and put out the pilot crackers and a dish of pickled beets from the cellar, and Toby ate two bowls and said nothing about it, which in a twelve-year-old was the highest form of praise. Fresnel came down off the radiator and wound around the table legs and was refused, and went back up again with an air of great injury.
"Why did he look at me like that?" Toby said, when the second bowl was empty.
"Like what?"
"Like I was a—" He frowned at the table, hunting for it. "Like a buoy that's off station."
Janie put down her spoon. There were times, and they came more often now, when the boy said a thing so exactly the way his mother would have said it that she had to wait for the floor to settle.
"I expect," she said, "he was thinking about your mother."
"He was in the harbormaster's shed that night. He keeps the log. I've seen it. He writes everything."
"He does."
"So he wrote her down." Toby turned his spoon over and over in his fingers. "When she went out. He'd have written the time."
"I imagine he did."
"Did you ever ask him?"
"No," Janie said.
"Why not?"
She didn't have an answer to that, or rather she had too many, and none of them fit in a kitchen on a Monday. Because the Coast Guard had told her the time, and the time had not mattered. Because the island had stopped talking about it and she had let them. Because it had taken her four months to be able to walk past the town landing, and she had not yet found it in her to walk into the shed beside it and ask a kind man to show her the page.
"Because I hadn't got round to it," she said. "Go and do your homework. Not the census. The other kind."
"The census is homework."
"The fractions are homework. The census is a hobby that Mrs. Abbott has been foolish enough to give you credit for."
He went, carrying the old buoy with him. She heard him on the stairs, and then the creak of his door, and then the small particular silence that meant he was at the desk by his window, which looked out over the harbor and the breakwater and the moorings and the dark water beyond, with the binoculars and the notebook and very probably not the fractions.
She washed the bowls. She dried them. She banked the stove. She took the tide table off its thumbtack beside the stove and looked at it, though she didn't need to, because she had known the tides of Hagstone the way other women knew their children's birthdays since 1973. High water at ten-twenty tonight. Low water at half past four in the morning, give or take, with the moon three days from full, so the tides would be big ones, and the bar out to the breakwater would be clear and black and stinking for a good two hours either side. She put the table back on its tack.
At a quarter past nine she went to the kitchen window, as she always did, to look at the light.
The fog had thinned. It lay over the harbor in loose ragged sheets now instead of a wall, with stars between, and the moon stood high and pale over the eastern headland, laying a long crumpled road across the water. The great lamp above her threw its white beam out over the sea every six seconds, steady as a heartbeat; she didn't need to look up to know it, any more than she needed to put her hand on her chest. And down at the end of the breakwater, the little beacon was flashing green. Four seconds. Four seconds. As it should.
On the harbor road, in the gray house with its kitchen window facing the water, a light was on. Jonah Wheelwright, sitting up late with a letter.
Janie didn't write any of it down. There was nothing to write. It was an ordinary night on Hagstone, a Monday in Holy Week, with the traps going in and the fog coming and going and a boy upstairs who wouldn't sleep and a cat on the radiator who would, and a harbormaster on the shore road with something he meant to tell her in the morning.
She stood at the window a while longer than she needed to. Then she turned out the kitchen light and went up to bed, and lay listening to the bell on Dogfish Ledge, and to the tower humming faintly through the walls of the house the way it had hummed every night of her married life, and didn't sleep for a long time.
It was the last ordinary thing she would see for a week.






  
  Chapter 2
Channel Nine at Breakfast


The fog had come up over the Head from the sea side in the last hour of the dark, and when Janie climbed at six the lantern room was full of it, a white wet wool pressed against every pane, so that the lens turned inside a cloud and threw its beam into nothing. She could taste it. Salt and cold iron and the faint green bitterness of rockweed, as if the whole ocean had been breathed in and was now being breathed back out at her. 
March 31, 0600, she wrote. Wind SE, light. Sea moderate swell. Vis ¼ mi, fog thick. Glass 29.96, falling. Temp 38. Lamp in good order.
She couldn't see the harbor. She couldn't see the breakwater or the moorings or the shore road. She could hear the foghorn, though, which had switched itself on at some point while she slept, its automatic detector having decided on its own that the world had gone white; it gave its long low two-second groan every thirty seconds, and the sound came up through the iron of the tower and into the soles of her boots and up her shins, so that she felt it in her knees before she heard it with her ears. Thirty seconds. Groan. Thirty seconds. Groan. It was a sound she had lived inside for half a century. The summer people said it kept them awake. Janie said it was the only thing that let her sleep.
On the people line she wrote: Fog in before dawn.
She thought about adding Jonah W. coming after mail boat, and did not, because she had a superstition about writing down things that hadn't happened yet. Then she went down the eighty-seven steps, which took her four minutes this morning instead of three, because the fog got into the iron and the iron got into the knees.

      ***The VHF radio sat on the kitchen windowsill between a geranium that had refused to die since 1994 and a jar of clothespins, and it was tuned, as it had been tuned every morning of Janie's married life, to channel nine. Channel sixteen was for the Coast Guard and emergencies and the summer people who didn't know any better. Channel nine was the fishermen's working channel, and on Hagstone it was the morning paper, the gossip column, the obituaries and the weather, all of it delivered in the flat Down East growl of men who had been up since three and saw no reason to be cheerful about it.
Toby was at the table with his oatmeal, eating it the way he ate everything that winter, steadily and without apparent pleasure, like a man stoking a furnace. He had dark smudges under his eyes. He usually did.
"You look like a raccoon," Janie told him.
"I slept."
"I didn't ask if you slept. I said you look like a raccoon." She poured her coffee, which had sat too long on the back of the stove and tasted scorched, and drank it anyway. "Brown sugar's in the tin."
The radio crackled.
"—telling you she was out. Half four. Black as the inside of a cow."
That was Bud Lunt, who fished a string off the Gores and had a voice like a gravel truck backing up.
"—You sure you wasn't looking at the back of your own eyelids, Bud?"
"—I know where the breakwater light is, Pete. I been going past it forty year. She was out. No green. I come by close enough to spit on her and she was dark."
Janie set her mug down.
"—Well, she was lit when I come back in just now," said Pete Gaskill, whose wife Tess ran the Store and whose voice was younger and had a laugh folded into it. "Coming in past her at six, give or take, she was flashing green pretty as you please. Fog's too thick to haul, I'm coming in to wait it out. You coming in, Bud?"
"—I'm hauling."
"—You're a lunatic."
"—I'm a lunatic with a boat payment."
Another voice cut in, heavier, slower, a voice Janie knew without needing a name. "She come back on by herself, then. Them LEDs are junk. Coast Guard puts in a light that'll go out on a calm night, you'd think they'd ask somebody first."
"—Morning, Dale."
"—Morning."
"—You setting today?"
"—Set my last string Saturday. I'm going over to the mainland for parts if this ever lifts."
"Grammie," Toby said. "You've got your face."
"What face?"
"The face when somebody says the wrong time for something."
Janie looked at him. Then she took the pencil from the jar on the windowsill, and the tide table from its thumbtack, and turned it over, and on the back, in the margin beside last month's handwritten note about the furnace man, she wrote:
Breakwater lt. DARK 0430 (B. Lunt).
LIT approx 0600 (P. Gaskill).
"What are you doing?" Toby said.
"Writing it down."
"Why?"
"Because a light went out and came back on, and nobody touched it, and that's not what lights do." She put the pencil back in the jar. "LEDs don't go out on a calm night. They go out when the battery dies, or the lantern fails, or the photocell thinks it's daytime. And when they fail they stay failed. They don't take a two-hour nap and get up again."
"Maybe it did, though."
"Maybe." She drank her coffee. "Eat your oatmeal."
"Mr. Wheelwright'll have seen," Toby said. "His kitchen looks right at it."
"He'll have seen," Janie agreed. "He'll have it in his log. He's very likely down at the shed now with his coffee writing a letter to the Coast Guard about it in that handwriting of his, and they'll send a boy out from Southwest Harbor next week to change the lantern and he won't find a thing wrong with it." She smiled a little, despite herself. "I used to be that boy."
"You were never a boy."
"I was that boy in every way that

      ***
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