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  Chapter 1


TURNER Buckminster had lived in Phippsburg, Maine, for fifteen minutes shy of six hours. He had dipped his hand in its waves and licked the salt from his fingers. He had smelled the sharp resin of the pines. He had heard the low rhythm of the bells on the buoys that balanced on the ridges of the sea. He had seen the fine clapboard parsonage beside the church where he was to live, and the small house set a ways beyond it that puzzled him some.

Turner Buckminster had lived in Phippsburg, Maine, for almost six whole hours.

He didn’t know how much longer he could stand it.

Maybe somewhere out West there really were Territories that he could light out to, where being a minister’s son wouldn’t matter worth a . . . well, worth a darn. He hoped so, because here, being a minister’s son mattered a whole lot, and pretending that it didn’t matter to him was starting to peck at his soul.

He did have to admit that their arrival had something to it. Every member of Phippsburg’s First Congregational—as well 
as lost reprobates from other denominations—had gathered to greet the new minister and his family. A quartet of slick trombones played a Sousa march as the steamer Kennebec came in sight of the wharf. A red, white, and blue welcome banner unfurled at the end of the dock: Welcome Pastor Buckminster! The church deacons stood properly at the foot of the gangway, their hands grasping the lapels of their dark suits, their hats lifting in unison as soon as Mrs. Buckminster appeared on deck. A cheer at the sight of the new pastor, the quartet sliding into “Come, Ye That Love the Lord,” and the bronze bells of First Congregational suddenly tolling.

Then the three of them had stepped onto the shore of their new home, and the deacons grabbed their new pastor’s arms, and the women of the Ladies Sewing Circle of First Congregational grabbed their new pastor’s wife’s arms, and Turner . . . Turner stood alone at the edge of the dock, faced by the sons and daughters of the deacons and the women of the Ladies Sewing Circle. Not a single one of them grabbed his arms. They looked at him as if he’d stepped in something they didn’t want to be around.

He held up his hand. “Hey,” he said.

But it appeared that what he had heard in Boston was true: folks in Maine spoke a whole different language, and didn’t care for those who couldn’t speak it themselves.

That was the first time Turner thought about lighting out for the Territories.

Though things did get better. The Ladies’ Sewing Circle set out a picnic with enough cold chicken, cold pork, German potato salad, hard-boiled eggs, cucumbers, tomato slices, dill pickles, bacon strips, ham-and-butter sandwiches, apple-cranberry muffins, rhubarb muffins, gooseberry muffins, and strawberry and boysenberry preserves to feed the Five Thousand. And after Deacon Hurd had prayed long enough to aggravate the prophet Elijah, Turner sat down and began to think that maybe Phippsburg wouldn’t be such a bad place after all—once he learned the language.

And things got even better when Deacon Hurd called the sides for the afternoon baseball game. Turner’s mother grinned at him, and he grinned back.

With whistles and calls and impossible boasts, the men and boys of First Congregational strolled across to Thayer’s haymeadow—mown just the day before—and marked out the lines. They circled the pitcher’s mound, and squared the batter’s box beside the plate. Then Deacon Hurd, now Umpire Hurd, took off his jacket and held a bat out to Turner.

“You ever play this game before, young Buckminster?”

“Yes, sir,” said Turner.

He wanted to say, “About a hundred thousand times.” Or, “About a hundred million times.” Or, “Mister, I can shimmy a ball down a line so pretty, there isn’t a soul on God’s green earth that can even get near it.” But he held back and just grinned again.

“Then you’re the first man up,” said Deacon Hurd.

“Yes, sir,” said Turner, and took the bat, the resin on it feeling like home.

It wasn’t exactly the kind of field he might lay out on Boston Common. It was more stubble than grass. Home plate was tilted up and stamped on top with a cracked mollusk fossil. And since the other bases were set wherever a slab of granite showed its back, they weren’t playing on anything you could rightly call a diamond. But Turner saw that the pines sidled awful close to the left-field line, and he could spin a ball to make it touch in fair, then scoot off into the trees. He imagined that would be at least a triple. And even the trees in 
dead center were near enough that the sea breeze could take the ball into their branches—if he could hit it high enough.

And he could.

Turner decided that the second time up, he’d finesse the triple. But now, just to establish himself, he would double past the second baseman, who was playing too neighborly to a second base that was way too close to third.

He stepped to the granite plate and took a couple of slow swings. He straightened his left leg and cocked his right—this usually confused the pitcher, though it didn’t seem to confuse this one. He was another Hurd, Willis Hurd, and he smiled as he tossed the ball up and down. It was the kind of smile you give to a chicken whose head you’re about to cut off.

That was the second time Turner wondered about lighting out for the Territories.

He stepped back and took two more slow swings, feeling the groove he left in the air. Then he stepped up again, set his left leg, fixed his eyes, and waited for the quick swing of the pitcher’s arm, the flashing slant of the ball through the blue-and-white air.

It never came. Willis held the ball a long while, still smiling, then slowly leaned forward, swung his arm down low, and lofted the ball into a high arc. Turner had never seen anything like it. The ball went about as high as a young pine, then turned, slowly spun its seams once or twice, and sauntered on down until it bounced softly on the granite plate.

“Strike one!” hollered Deacon Hurd.

Turner looked at him. “Was that a pitch?”

“That was a strike.”

“It landed on the plate.”

“That’s what a strike will do. I thought you said you’d played this game before.”


“Let’s see another strike,” said Turner.

And he did. Another high, lofting ball. No human being had ever pitched like that before, Turner decided. It added an entirely new aerial dimension. And when the ball meandered down from about a mile above his head, he flailed at it as if it were a bumblebee.

“Strike two!” shouted Deacon Hurd. “You know you’ve only got one more, son.”

“Maybe you’d better bend that front leg,” called still-smiling Willis.

“Are you holding the bat high enough, boy?” suggested one of the Ladies’ Sewing Circle from the sidelines. She turned to another of the circle. “I don’t think he’s holding the bat high enough. He’s not holding that bat high enough at all. It’s too heavy for him.”

Turner stepped back from the plate and let the bat swing low a couple of times. He wouldn’t go for the double—-just a single. Someone clapped, and when he looked up, it seemed that every member of Phippsburg First Congregational was standing on the lines figuring that he didn’t have any idea what he was doing.

Willis waited a moment, letting Turner settle in, and Turner wondered what Willis’s smile would look like if the ball went crashing back into his face. Maybe that wasn’t something a minister’s son should want to see—but he did want to see it. He was almost startled that he wanted to see it so badly. He took another couple of swings; then he straightened his front leg and waited.

“You sure you don’t want to bend that leg? You’d balance better,” suggested Deacon Hurd.

Turner did not move. He waited with the bat held over his shoulder, absolutely still.


And Willis looped the pitch up to him.

It must have peaked somewhere in the stratosphere, because this time it came down screaming. Turner watched it come. He wanted it to come. The ball was big and fat, getting bigger and fatter, and he knew that when he swung at just the right second he would shoot it out into center. He would feel it pop against his wrists, would watch it leap as he trotted easily to first.

Rushing, rushing, rushing, waiting, waiting, waiting—swinging.

And the ball dropped onto the granite plate, bounced up against his knee, plopped back onto the plate, and rolled still against his ankle.

“Strike three!” yelled Deacon Hurd.

“Bend your front leg next time,” offered Willis.

“You’ll catch on, Turner. Next time, you’ll catch on,” called Reverend Buckminster, and turned, laughing, to one of the deacons, who had thumped him on the back.

Turner looked away from his father. He handed the bat to Deacon Hurd and sat down on the grass. No one else struck out the rest of the inning.

No one else struck out the rest of the game—except Turner.

He never could time the descent of the ball. It always seemed to cheat on him. In Boston, baseball was honest. The pitcher threw as hard as he could, the ball came flat and fast, or maybe spinning into a curve, but still fast. Here it just seemed to hang in the currents of the air until it found the convenient moment to plop onto the granite plate. No matter how he timed the thing, he was always off, and the most he could manage was a weasel of a hit that looped back to the pitcher’s glove.

“Good, Turner. You got it back to me,” said Willis.


“That’s the way,” added Reverend Buckminster.

Turner thought he might as well die right then and there. It was probably too much to hope for the Apocalypse.

And so his first failure in Phippsburg. He suspected he’d hear about it for a long time.

That first night, while the congregation sat around the haymeadow eating the ice cream Mr. Newton and Mrs. Newton and all the little Newtons had brought up from their grocery store, he heard about it from the Ladies’ Sewing Circle: “Turner, don’t you think you need a lighter bat? That one is so heavy for a boy your size.” While bits of light flitted around so thickly that Turner could not tell which were fireflies and which were sparks the sea breeze kicked up from the blue-gold logs, he heard about it from Reverend Buckminster: “Couldn’t you have done better than that? It didn’t look like you were swinging right.” And while the fire burned low and the moon came up to silver the haymeadow, he heard about it from Deacon Hurd: “Son, maybe Willis can show you how to stand up at the plate sometime. You be sure to ask him.” Turner nodded. He’d be sure to ask Willis about standing up at the plate sometime in the next millennium.

He didn’t hear about it from his mother, but later that night, she did explain to him the purpose of the small house behind the parsonage.

“You don’t mean that,” said Turner.

“Yes,” she said, “I do.” She handed him the Sears, Roebuck catalogue.

It was, Turner thought, a fitting end for the day.

 

And the next day wasn’t so promising. Bright and early, Mrs. Hurd stood on their front porch, a fresh blueberry pie for the new minister and his family in her hands and the baseball game on her lips: 
“I’m sorry you had such a difficult time last night. Did you ask Willis to show you how to play?”

“He will,” said Reverend Buckminster. “Turner should have a grand time with Willis. He’s been looking forward to living here in Phippsburg.”

“He’s been looking forward to lighting out for the Territories,” thought Turner.

But the grand time came before he could light out.

That afternoon, the dignitaries of Phippsburg arrived to conduct Reverend Buckminster around his new parish, and the sons of those dignitaries arrived to conduct Turner to “the best spot to swim in the whole state,” according to Willis.

“Is it safe?” asked Mrs. Buckminster.

Turner was impressed that Willis could smile at his mother and sneer at him at one and the same moment.

“We’d never swim where it wasn’t, ma’am,” said Willis. Then he looked at Turner. “You can swim, can’t you? You have done that before?”

Turner wished he had a baseball bat in his hand.

He walked behind the other boys, and tried not to hear the stifled laughs, tried not to see the flailing swings. They crossed Thayer’s haymeadow and passed among the firs and cedars and yellow birches, then began to climb up. Turner was a bit confused; even someone who had lived in Boston knew you climbed down to the sea. But then the trees gave way, and they came to a granite outcropping that jutted out over the cold, green Atlantic. While the other boys draped their shirts over the blueberry bushes, Turner stepped to the edge and looked down at the blue-black rocks. He figured this was where people who’d had enough of Phippsburg came to end it all.

Willis came up beside him. “You jumping in with your Sunday shirt on?”


“It isn’t a Sunday shirt, and I wasn’t planning to.”

“I suppose all Buckministers wear Sunday shirts every day of the week. You do know how to jump, right?”

“I know how to jump.”

“Wait for the wave to come in, so you don’t splatter yourself all over those rocks. If you do, there won’t be much of you left to wash out to sea.” Then Willis moved to the edge, waited for his wave, and, with a last smile at Turner, leaped.

It was beautiful. He fell slowly, like a baseball, reaching the wave just as it covered the rocks, disappearing in white and green, and then rising out of the water as the wave drew past and threw itself against the cliff. The sun gilded the spray that fell around him.

Turner thought he might be sick.

One by one, the boys jumped off the granite outcropping and fell perfectly into waves that had just covered the rocks. And one by one they rose out of the sea into a golden spray.

Until there was only Turner.

He left his clothes on the blueberry bushes and moved to the edge where his pale toes clenched the rock. The sea swelled rhythmically beneath him, and he leaned forward whenever a wave folded in and broke to a yellow froth. He looked down at his legs and was surprised to see that they were shivering, since he couldn’t feel them at all.

He flexed his knees. Below him, the boys, standing on the blue-black rocks waved at him to jump. “Now!” they yelled with each swell, and then groaned with disappointment when he didn’t go. “Now!” More groaning.

Turner hated their guts.

Somewhere there was a baseball diamond yellow with dust and green with summer grass. And there was a kid stepping up to the plate, swinging his bat low, the pine tar sticky on his 
palms. He was moving his back foot behind him and trying not to eye the gap down the right-field line big enough to run an eight-wheel locomotive through.

But Turner was standing forty feet above the writhing sea, waiting for a swell big enough to keep him from splattering on the rocks and hoping he wouldn’t throw up before he went under.

“You coming or not?”

“Hey, Buckminister, you coming?”

Turner leaned over. He edged the tiniest bit closer to the tip of the rock and wondered how far away the Territories were. He hoped that they never smelled of sea salt, that they never heard the urgings of the ocean, that they were so lonely that being a stranger in them hardly mattered.

And then he saw the sea surge that was coming in.

Already the boys were scrambling up to a higher rock. “This is it, Buckminister. This is the biggest one you’ll ever get.”

Turner had no doubt it was the biggest one he would ever get. The surge moved like a wallowing mountain range, roiling to a whiteness at its peaks. He saw the water begin to pull back from the rocks below him, saw the seaweed sucked out in long green tresses, saw the ocean yanked away from the dark, sharp mussel beds.

“You see it, Buckminister? You see it? That’s the one!”

Of course he saw it. God and all creation saw it.

He flexed his knees again, unclenched and clenched his toes. It would take a second and a half, maybe two seconds, for him to hit the wave. Not hard to judge. Keep the knees bent so he wouldn’t hit the bottom. Blow out the nose just when he hit so he wouldn’t come up spurting. Be ready if it spun him over . . . when it spun him over. No screaming. Oh Lord, please no screaming.


By now, the mountain surge had drawn all the water along the entire coast of Maine up into itself, and it was no longer wallowing. The top ridge began to fall over and disintegrate into churning confusion. Turner felt himself leaning, leaning more and more, his legs about to spring. Then the wave crossed where he knew he must jump and exploded into chaos, water avalanching in every direction, roaring at the sky, tormenting the rocks, and bursting into a spray that blotted out the sun.

And when that spray fell back in sheets to the following waves, it left Turner still standing on the top of the cliff, knees still flexed, toes still clenched.

He was breathing about as hard as any human being can breathe.

Then the laughing hollers began to come up from the rocks below the outcropping. He tried to slow his breathing, to stop the shivering in his legs. He found his clothes, put on his pants, and stretched the suspenders over his shoulders. He didn’t wait to put on his shirt but willed himself to climb up the ledges and start for town even though his legs were still shivering.

Around him soft bright moss curled up the yellow birches, lichens roughened the rocks, and crushed needles let go their piney scent. But Turner hardly noticed. If only he were on Tremont Street, the gold on the State House glowing in the sun, the horsey smell of the carriages and the brogue calls of the cabbies filling the air, the bells of Park Street Church singing the hours, the grass of the Common—oh, the sweet grass of the Common.

He tried not to cry.

He came out of the woods and onto Parker Head Road a little below Phippsburg. Ahead of him, the sky pirouetted on First Congregational’s sunlit steeple. Beneath it, the bell tower 
angled down to the clapboard front and granite steps, hewn a hundred years ago by the first congregation. Aside from the granite and the green window shutters, the whole building was shining white with a new coat of paint for the new minister.

In fact, all the buildings up and down Parker Head Road were white, and though most looked as if they had seen more winter storms than any house should have to, they all stood with corners as straight and trim and proper as if they wore invisible corsets. All of them had green shutters and all of them had green doors—except for one, whose shutters were as yellow as sunlight and whose door was as red as strawberries.

Turner skipped a rock down Parker Head, trying to keep it between the lines of grass. It threw up yellow dust for three skips and then skidded off. He wondered if Willis could hit a pitch thrown honestly, and tossed another rock, more fiercely, that skipped five times. He wondered if Willis could hit a pitch that had spin and speed, and skipped another stone, which skidded off after the first skip, jumped over the grass, and smacked sharply against the picket fence that bound the narrowest, sharpest, most peaked house on the street. The elm that draped over its roof shadowed its high windows

It was not the house with the yellow shutters and the red door.

“Oh no” whispered Turner when he heard the smack.

“Doggone,” he muttered when he saw the green door of the house open.

“Darn,” he said aloud when a woman came out with a hand up to shield her eyes so she might see him all the better. It was a large hand, attached to a large woman. “You the new minister’s boy?”

Turner nodded.


“A boy that belongs to a minister should know how to answer a lady.”

“Yes, ma’am. Turner Buckminster.”

“Well, Turner Buckminster, what are you doing standing in the middle of the road half naked like that, throwing stones at my house in the middle of the day?”

Turner wondered wildly if there was a better time to throw stones at her house, but all he said was,”I’m on my way home. From swimming.”

“We don’t run around half naked in Phippsburg. Maybe that’s the kind of thing they do down to Boston, but not here. Not in a God-fearing town. And especially not the minister’s son. Throwing stones at my house—my very house! You’re supposed to set some kind of example. Don’t you know that?”

“I’m just on my way home.”

She shook her broom at him. “Then put your shirt on so you don’t walk down the main street of Phippsburg like that, in front of God and everyone. And find something to do fitting for a minister’s son, instead of being a trial and a tribulation to an old woman. Standing in the middle of the road, throwing stones.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Turner wondered if this was a third failure. It seemed almost too much to bear—three in two days.

“Your father is sure to hear of this. See if he doesn’t. You tell him that Mrs. Cobb will be down to call on him.”

Turner thought he might start bawling right there in the middle of the road, in the middle of Phippsburg, in the middle of Maine.

And then across the road, the strawberry door on the sunlight-shuttered house opened, and a tiny, frail bird of a woman stepped out. Turner figured she had reached her peak of height sometime around the Civil War and from that time 
on had been folding and shrinking until someday she would probably just disappear. The white of her dress had faded to yellow and matched her skin almost precisely. One hand held a pale blue shawl tight around her chest, and the other held a book, which she used to beckon him.

Turner glanced back at Mrs. Cobb and her large hand—he could imagine that even a tidal wave wouldn’t shiver her—and crossed over to the yellow-shuttered house, buttoning on his shirt and strapping on his suspenders again.

“Turner Buckminster,” she said, her voice the dry rustling of fallen leaves. “Turner Buckminster III. Well, you never mind that Mrs. Cobb.” He heard the green door slam across the street, heard the gate of the picket fence open and shut, felt a disapproving presence move behind him like a wave frothing up the street to the parsonage.

Yes, ma am.

“She’s more thunder than lightning. I’m more . . . a cloud. A wispy one. Mrs. Elia Hurd, mother of the present deacon.”

She held her hand out, and Turner went up the steps to take it. It felt as dry as her voice, like one of those pastries with layers that flake off, thin as paper.

“Turner!”

His father, coming up Parker Head in the custody of the town dignitaries. Since he was smiling, Turner figured he had—who knows how—missed the thunderous Mrs. Cobb, and that God had given him at least a brief reprieve—which he deserved after the last two days, not to mention the Sears, Roebuck catalogue.

“Come along with me,” Reverend Buckminster called, his arm out and gesturing.

Mrs. Elia Hurd looked at Turner, her head a little to one side, her old eyes as pale as her shawl. Her lips parted, closed, 
parted again, and then she said what he had never expected anyone else in the wide world to say: “So, Turner Buckminster III,” she asked,”when you look through the number at the end of your name, does it seem like you’re looking through prison bars?”

Turner fell back one step.

She came closer and laid her hand against his cheek. He did not move. “Sometimes,” said Turner softly, “I just want to light out . . .”

“Oh yes,” said Mrs. Hurd, her hand still on his cheek,”I do, too. Just light out for the Territories.” And suddenly, Turner thought he could smell sweet grass.

“This instant!” called Reverend Buckminster.

 

The sea surge that had drawn up the coastal waters of Maine poured past the cliffs and tore along the ragged coast. It covered the high rocks—dry for more than three months of high tides—all the way from Small Point up past Harpswell. When it had finished its fussing, it seethed back down the New Meadows River, sluicing between the mainland and the islands. It spent its last surge on one rock-shouldered heap just a spit or two off the coast, frothing over the mudflats, setting the clam holes flapping, and carrying a small, startled crab out from its weedy hiding place. It tumbled upside down up the island shore and onto a toe stretched toward the water.

Lizzie Griffin, who belonged to the toe, grinned at the crab’s frantic turnings as it tried to sort out claws and legs. Its shell was so pale that she could see the mess of the inner workings. Another almost-spent wave came up behind and tumbled it off-—claws and legs all to be sorted out again. Lizzie plucked her toe and the rest of her foot out of the covering mud and slowly backed up the shore, letting a wave catch her and cover 
her ankles, then moving away some until she was on the thin line of gravelly sand that marked the reach of the water.

She looked out at the thrusting tide, clenched her toes into the loose sand, and smelled the salty, piney air. At thirteen, she was, as her grandfather liked to remind her, one year older than the century, and so a good deal wiser. Too wise to stay on Malaga Island, he said, but she planned to stay there forever. Where else, after all, did the tide set a pale crab on your toe?

She turned and scrambled up the outcroppings, picking up the hatchet that was to have been splitting kindling all this time. But she could hardly help it if there was something so much better to do, like watching the tide come in. She balanced the hatchet on her finger as she walked, carefully keeping herself under it while her feet guided her through the scrub and tripping roots. When she came to the pines that stood as close to the ocean as they could and still reach sweet water, she tipped the hatchet into the air, caught it by the handle, and swung it back over her shoulder. She set her eye on the heart of a youngster pine and flashed the hatchet through the scented air; it tumbled over and over itself in jerks, like a crab caught in a ripple, until it slapped high up into the trunk. Lizzie looked around to see if anyone might be nearby, half wanting to show off, half wanting to be sure that no one had seen Preacher Griffin’s granddaughter throwing a hatchet around. No one had, and Lizzie slicked up the tree, her feet finding the branches easily.

She jerked out the hatchet and let it fall to the soft pine needles beneath her. Then, since she was already partway up, and since the set of the branches made it so easy, and since the pine was young enough that she could get it swaying pretty good if she got close to the top, she kept climbing until she felt the tree moving with her from side to side. She let her weight 
into it, back and forth, and the whole heap of Malaga Island rushed beneath her—ocean, sand, rock, scrub, mudflat, pale little crab, all rushing back and forth as the soft boughs laid their gentle, dry hands against her laughing face.

The day might come, she thought, when she would take her grandfather’s dory and row to the mouth of the New Meadows. She’d take it out past West Point, past Hermit, past Bald Head, and drift until she was alone with the whales in the open water. Then she’d come back in close and follow the coast, maybe row all the way to Portland, maybe even to Boston.

And then she’d row home. She would always come back to Malaga Island, just as sure as the tide always came back.

And that was when Lizzie looked across the water to the mainland and saw the group of men gathered high on the granite ledge above the tide. If Lizzie had been down on the beach, they would have towered above her, but up in the pine, she was just about eye level with them. They wore dark frock coats, top hats they held against the sea breeze, and shiny shoes that probably hadn’t walked on honest granite ever before. Standing there, they all looked alike: too much weight in the front—for that matter, too much weight in the behind—and dressed for a deacon’s funeral. All except one. A boy wearing a shirt so white it hurt to look at it. Why would a boy wear a shirt so white this side of paradise?

One of the frock coats pointed, and then another, and Lizzie knew where they were looking. At the turn of the island, where the slack water let the tide in soft and easy, where the clams buried themselves so thick you could gather a meal with just one rake, Lizzie’s house watched New Meadows with weathered eyes. Its boards were warped beyond hope, and its roof slumped in the middle like a fallen pudding—and there wasn’t a house in Phippsburg where she’d rather live.

The afternoon bell of First Congregational tolled, and one of the men turned his eyes toward Phippsburg. When he looked back, he saw Lizzie. He said something to the others, who turned with him and stared, some smiling. Then he pulled back the side of his frock coat and laid his hand on the pistol it had hidden.

The gorged sound of their laughter stained the sea breeze that came in over the tide.




  Chapter 2


“WOULD you look at that monkey go? Look at her go. She climbing down or falling?” Deacon Hurd watched the last leap to the ground. “Sheriff Elwell, I believe she thought you might shoot her.”

“Wouldn’t have been any trouble, Mr. Hurd. One less colored in the world.”

Standing beside the frock-coated men, Turner shivered with the sea breeze that had come up to him and circled his feet. The gulls that rode it screeched overhead.

“More to the point,” said the tallest of the group—the one with the most expensive frock coat, the most expensive top hat, and the most expensive shiny shoes—“one less colored on Malaga Island.” Laughter from the group, louder than the gulls. “Though the issue is much larger than one colored.” His eye searched the pine shadows across the water for the girl, as if he sensed her watching him. His hands moved to the lapels of his coat. “The issue is how to relieve Malaga Island of the girl, her family, her neighbors, what she would call her house, what they would call their town.”


“All it should take is a good sound storm.” Sheriff Elwell pointed down to the turn of the island. “Good high tide running up there, lift that shanty right on out to sea, Mr. Stonecrop.”

“God has not seen fit to be so helpful.” Mr. Stonecrop stared down across the water. “Reverend Buckminster, behold the cross we bear in Phippsburg: a ragtag collection of hovels and shacks, filled with thieves and lazy sots, eking out a life by eating clams from the ocean mud, heedless of offers of help from either state or church, a blight on the town’s aspirations, a hopeless barrier to its future.”

Mr. Stonecrop said this mouthful without taking a breath. It was, Turner thought, quite a trick.

“If the shanties were gone, think what a resort site this very cliff might be.” Mr. Stonecrop spread his arms out wide. “Imagine the white porticoes of the place, the gracious stairway, the glass doors open to bring in the sea breeze, the red carpet of the lobby, the tinkling of the glass chandelier. I tell you, Reverend, a resort here would be the salvation of Phippsburg.”

“Still,” said Deacon Hurd, grasping Reverend Buckminster’s elbow, “if the governor takes them off the island, he’ll add every blessed one onto Phippsburg’s pauper rolls. Before we know it, the town will be paying for them to live somewhere else, and paying a proper penny year in, year out. Phippsburg couldn’t afford it—and not a single soul will stand for it.”

Mr. Stonecrop began to shine his rings against his lapels. “The days of shipbuilding are coming to an end here, Reverend. Traditions change, and we must change with them. If Phippsburg is to survive long enough for your boy to grow up here, it needs new capital, new investment.”

“Tourists,” said Reverend Buckminster.

“Exactly so. Tourists from Boston, New York, Philadelphia.”


“And tourists will not come if there are shanties by their hotel doors.”

“You see the situation precisely. The question that remains is, How to do it?” Mr. Stonecrop leaned toward Turner. “Perhaps you would enjoy exploring the coastline, young Buckminster. Take a half hour. You may find some tidal pools to wade in.”

“It’s high tide,” said Turner. “There are no tidal pools at high tide.”

“Another quick study, just like his father,” said Mr. Stonecrop. “Deacon, he’s figured out the tides already. And you said he wasn’t very bright.”

Shame filled Turner, and his heart beat against his chest so loudly that he imagined it could be heard above the waves.

“Go on along,” said Reverend Buckminster, his voice tight. “Things may be different along this coast.”

Things would not be different along this coast, Turner thought. Tidal pools came at low tide in Boston, in Phippsburg, in Timbuktu. It didn’t take someone very bright to figure that out.

He climbed down the ledges, his heart still beating loudly. The afternoon had become as hot as meanness, and since the shirt he was wearing had enough starch in it to mummify two, maybe three, pharaohs, he began to feel he could hardly breathe. The only thing that saved him from absolute suffocation was the sea breeze somersaulting and fooling, first ahead, then behind, running and panting like a dog ready to play. And he followed it, pulling at his collar, trying not to wish what a minister’s son should not wish.

Beneath the granite ledges, Turner found two gnarled pines that begged to be shinnied up, a cave that would just about die to be explored, and mudflats where herons longed to be chased. But he was wearing his white shirt. He felt the starch 
stiffening against his sides, felt his sweat accumulating in places he could not reach.

So it wasn’t exactly fair that when he and his white shirt climbed back up the ledges—after thirty-seven minutes—Mrs. Cobb had appeared among the frock coats. He wasn’t surprised that God hadn’t given him much of a reprieve. His father’s face was red, and Turner knew that supper would be very quiet that night, and that sometime later he would hear about his sins, repent sincerely, and learn what he should do to make amends.

He groaned, quietly.

Reverend Buckminster glared once at his son as they followed the frock coats and a satisfied Mrs. Cobb back into town. Turner wondered if he should grab the Sears, Roebuck catalogue and hide in the outhouse when they got back to the parsonage, even though the day’s heat might give it a ripeness he wouldn’t care for.

No one spoke to him.

On Parker Head Road, Mrs. Cobb took her outrage into her house, but Turner looked across the road, and there, sure enough, was Mrs. Elia Hurd, watching by her yellow shutters. He waved, then felt his father’s hand on his arm.

“You don’t want to be getting to know her,” said Deacon Hurd. “She’s daft as a loon. Will say anything to anyone—not that it will make much sense.” Turner heard Sheriff Elwell laughing behind him.

 

Turner was right about the ripeness of the outhouse, so he came out for supper, which was as quiet as he had expected. Later on, he heard about his sins, and he repented sincerely, but he thought the amending was harder than it had any right to be.

Even Mrs. Buckminster was surprised. “Does that seem fair?” she asked.


“Yes,” said Reverend Buckminster.

“For the rest of the summer?”

“Yes,” said Reverend Buckminster, and that was all.

So the next afternoon when it was hot and close, Turner climbed the steps to Mrs. Cobb’s house with the sea breeze at his heels, urging him to play. The green door jerked open before he even knocked—as if Mrs. Cobb had been watching for him. “So you’re here,” she said.

“I’m here to to read to you . . . every day . . . for the rest of the summer . . . if you like,” Turner said. He wondered if he was supposed to say something about being sinful and hoping for forgiveness and grace. But he wasn’t sure he could muster any real hope in this heat.

Mrs. Cobb eyed him. “So you want to read to me.”

Turner nodded. He hoped a nod wasn’t the same as an out-loud lie, since he might need one in the near future and didn’t want to waste it when things weren’t too awful.

“Did you know my grandfather built that picket fence?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Well, he did. And it’s stood all this time and not a single scratch to it. Not until you started stoning it.” She took a step back. “You may as well come in.”

With a sigh, Turner decided he might as well. The sea breeze rolled in before him and stirred the fern by the front door. But then it fell panting in the hall, gasping for breath.

Mrs. Cobb strode on in front of him, passing a stairway that rose up too steeply, and then a library hoarding shelves of dark volumes—the arts of necromancy, Turner figured. Though probably they weren’t nearly so interesting.

She followed the worn tread in the throw rugs, and Turner went after her into a house as hot as it could possibly be without the whole place flaring up. He looked back, hoping the sea breeze might revive, but it lay in the hallway, stricken and still.

They went into a parlor where no one but Mrs. Cobb had stepped since the century had turned over. The windows had been shut against sea breezes long ago, and they let in only a little sunlight. An organ with yellow ivory keys and threadbare pedals leaned back in the shadows beside a black leather chair whose horsehair stuffing cantered out from every crack. Another chair, straight-backed, cushionless, waited beside a dark round table with a dark book on it. Turner picked up the book—Lives of the English Poets—and the red dust of its leather cover came off in his hand.

Mrs. Cobb sat down on the leather chair and the horsehair galloped out. “I thought you’d enjoy reading something entertaining,” she said.

“Yes, ma’am.” He sat down on the straight-backed chair.

Silence. It was too hot for words.

“Would you like me to read now?” Turner asked, almost as if he meant it.

“I’m going to die in this room,” said Mrs. Cobb.

Turner stared at her.

“I said, I’m going to die in this room.”

“Today?”

“Not today,” she snapped.

“No, ma’am,” agreed Turner. He was relieved.

“I’ll be sitting here reading and I’ll set the book aside on that table and lay my head back right here.” She laid her head back. “And then I’ll fall asleep. Just like that. Fall asleep.” She closed her eyes.

Yes, ma am.

“The only thing I’ll regret is that nobody will hear my last words. People are always remembered for their last 
words. They’re almost like a message from beyond the grave.”

Turner nodded. He wondered if his father had known that Mrs. Cobb was absolutely and completely crazy when he’d sent him to read to her. He guessed that he probably hadn’t.

Suddenly, her eyes opened and she lifted her head. “Have you thought about what your last words might be?You’re never too young to know what your last words might be. Death could come along at any moment and thrust his dart right through you.” She jerked her arm out at him, and Turner shot back against the organ.

“I suppose,”he whispered,”something like,’The Lord is my shepherd.’”

“Too expected,” she said, shaking her head. “Nobody would care to remember that, and you’d have wasted your one opportunity. You don’t get two chances to say your last words, you know.”

Turner suddenly felt sick with sadness, as sick as when he had been standing on the rock ledges waiting for the sea to come crashing in on him. Mrs. Cobb was so alone, sitting in a dark room as hot as Beelzebub and waiting for Death’s dart to come so that she could say the one thing people would remember her for—knowing all the while that there would be no one there to hear it.

“Well,” she said, “your father said you were coming to read.

“Yes, ma am.

“Best get on, then. Start with John Milton. Then we’ll get to Alexander Pope.”

“Mrs. Cobb, if I could just have a glass of—”

“You’re young. You don’t need it. Get on with Mr. Milton.”

Turner got on with Mr. Milton. He was reading Mr. Milton when he heard the
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