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  Chapter 1
The Oak


The Union Church clock struck six as Janie wrote the log. 
It came across the harbor the way it had come every morning for fifty-five years, six slow strokes from the white tower on Meetinghouse Hill, each one hanging a moment over the water before the next. She didn't count them. She never had to. She wrote 0600 and the clock agreed with her, and that was the end of it.
"There," said Lyman, behind her. "Six. Write it down before the Congregationalists change their minds."
"I've written it."
"Wind?"
"Northwest, light. Bar. thirty point one eight, steady. Clear. Visibility twenty miles. Sea smooth." She capped the pen. "Leaves are turning on the hill. Look at that."
He looked. Across the harbor Meetinghouse Hill had gone overnight from green to fire: the maples in the churchyard red as a lobster boat's bottom paint, the birches gold, the old oaks on the Prout side still holding their brown. The white tower stood up out of it all like a lamp in a lantern.
"Every year," said Lyman. "You'd think a man would get used to it."
"You never do."
"No." He rubbed his left hand with his right, the way he did now, working the fingers. "Come on. Down. Before Ann finds out I let you stand up here admiring the foliage."
They went down the eighty-seven steps together, Janie first, Lyman two steps behind with his cane hooked over his good arm and his right hand on the rail. He climbed behind her two mornings a week now, since August. He was slower than he'd been. So was she. Between them, Doris said, they made one reasonably able-bodied person, and Doris was usually right.
At the bottom of the stairs Janie's own cane leaned against the wall where she'd left it.
She looked at it.
Plain ash, a crook handle, a black rubber tip. Ann had brought it up in September, the day after Janie went down on one knee in the gravel by the boathouse, and leaned it against the kitchen table without a word. Janie had used it every day since, and hated it every day.
"You're scowling at it again," said Lyman.
"I'm not scowling."
"You're scowling at a stick, Janie. It's a stick. It holds you up. That's all it does."
"I know what it does."
"Then pick it up," said Lyman, "and come and give me my coffee."

      ***Clement's truck came up the Head road at nine with the oak.
A full cord of split red oak from the Coombs woodlot behind Bell Point, every second Saturday of October since 1998, stacked by his own hands under the boathouse lean-to, bark side up. He never let her pay or help. She'd stopped trying around 2005.
"Morning, Janie. Second Saturday. Did you think I'd forget?"
"Clement. You've not forgotten in thirty years."
He came round the truck in his old canvas work coat and leather gloves, sixty-five and gray and easy, the same as he'd been at forty-five, and looked at her, and at the cane, and his eyebrows went up.
"Well, now."
"Don't."
"I didn't say a word."
"You were about to."
"I was about to say," said Clement mildly, picking up the first armful of oak, "that it suits you. Ash, is it? Good straight grain. Better than that aluminum thing they gave Lyman."
"Lyman's has a rubber foot with four prongs on it. He calls it the Lunar Module."
Clement laughed out loud. "He would." He carried the oak to the lean-to and set it down, bark up, and came back. "Have you named it yet? Mine would have a name. Everything on a boat's got a name."
"It's not a boat."
"Everything that holds you up has a name, then." He picked up another armful. "Go on. You've thought about it. I can tell."
Janie looked at the cane in her hand. Plain ash. A crook handle, worn smooth already where her palm went. It held her up on the gravel and the granite steps and the wet planks of the town float. She leaned on it harder than she meant to, every day, and it never once complained.
"Russ," she said.
Clement stopped with the oak in his arms.
"He was always holding me up," said Janie, "and I was always leaning on him too hard. So. Russ."
For a moment Clement didn't say anything. Then he smiled, slowly, the warm smile that half the island would have walked into the sea for.
"That's just right," he said quietly. "That's just exactly right, Janie. He'd have laughed himself sick."
"He would."
"Russ." Clement shook his head and carried the oak to the lean-to. "Well. You lean on him, then. He can take it."

      ***He stacked for an hour. Janie sat on the bench by the boathouse door with the cane across her knees and watched him, because there was no stopping him and she'd given up trying, and Fresnel came out and sat on the bench beside her in the thin October sun.
"You'll stay for coffee, Clement."
"I'll stay for coffee if there's a doughnut in it."
"There's a doughnut in it. Doris's."
"Then I'll stay till dark," said Clement.
"How's your grandmother, Clement?"
He set down an armful before he answered.
"Tired," he said. "Very tired, this fall. She sleeps most of the afternoon now. Corinne says she doesn't eat enough to keep a sparrow." He straightened and pulled off one glove. "A hundred and three, Janie. She's earned her sleep."
"She sent for me. In March. Through Ellen."
"I know she did."
"'Before the leaves are down.'" Janie looked across the harbor at the hill, red and gold. "They're coming down, Clement."
"I know." He took off the other glove. "I've told her you asked. I tell her every time. And every time she says, 'Not this week. When I'm stronger.' She wants to be sitting up for you, you see. Not lying in that bed like an old woman." He smiled. "Her words. She's very proud."
"She's always been proud."
"She has." He put his gloves in his coat pocket. "Not this week, Janie. I'll tell her you asked again. As soon as she's got her strength, I'll come and fetch you myself. In the launch, so you don't have to take that road." He looked at the cane. "You and Russ both."
"Thank you, Clement."
"Don't thank me. Thank her, when you see her." He looked at the woodpile, a neat gray wall of bark under the lean-to, and nodded to himself. "There. That'll see you to March."

      ***At two o'clock she walked down to the Store for the mail, which wasn't the mail anymore.
Now it was a white metal window in the back wall of the Store between the bait cooler and the beer, with Tess Gaskill behind it selling stamps beside the lottery tickets, exactly as Doris had predicted. Doris lived upstairs from the empty post office still, and walked past it every morning on her way to the town office, and didn't look.
"Afternoon, Janie," said Tess. "Doris was in at eight, glaring at my window like it owed her money. Two for you. And one for Toby, care of you. From his father."
"From Alaska?"
"Kodiak postmark. He spells Hagstone with two g's." Tess handed it over. "Birthday card, I'd guess. Six weeks late. That's about right for Kodiak."
The Store was half full: the woodstove bench, Wendell and Elmer and Fred Coffin with their coffee, two of the Hallowell sisters at the bread rack, and at the CPU window behind Janie, waiting her turn with a bundle of envelopes, Delia Prout.
Janie hadn't spoken to Delia since November, when Delia had sat at her desk while her husband confessed to murder in front of her. She came to church now and sat alone in the front-left Prout pew, very straight. That was all anyone saw of her.
"Delia," said Janie.
"Janie." Delia nodded, once. She was fifty-six, handsome, with the Hallowell cheekbones and gray coming in at her temples that she'd stopped coloring. "You're looking well."
"I've a new cane."
"So I see."
There didn't seem to be anything else to say. Delia turned to the window and put her envelopes down for Tess, a dozen or more, long white business envelopes addressed in a neat hand.
"All to Portland?" said Tess.
"To Mr. Harrigan's office. And two to Augusta." Delia's voice was level. "They're letters. For Gideon's hearing."
"The appeal," said Tess, carefully.
"The sentence review. November fourteenth, in Augusta. Mr. Harrigan says it's the last chance at anything for ten years." Delia squared the envelopes on the counter with both hands. "He says letters matter. From people who've known Gideon all his life. What he's done for the island. The fuel at cost in the bad winters. The ambulance fund. The school roof." She didn't look round. "People forget those things."
"Nobody's forgotten the school roof, Delia," said Janie.
"Haven't they." Delia's mouth tightened. "Thirty-five years, Janie. He'll be ninety-five. Caleb and Avery won't come home anymore. Avery says she can't walk down the Store aisle without people looking." She took her change from Tess. "I'm sorry. It isn't your fault. I know it isn't. I know exactly what he did."
"I'm sorry too."
"Yes," said Delia. "Everybody is."

      ***Ansel Hartshorn came in at a quarter past two with a sheet of paper and a box of thumbtacks.
"Here's trouble," said Fred Coffin, on the bench, not quietly.
"Here's the Lantern," said Wendell. "Same thing."
Ansel was sixty-six, long and thin and stooped like a heron, with a neat white beard and half-glasses on a black ribbon and fingers stained permanently blue from the mimeograph machine in his front room. He had published the Hagstone Lantern once a month since 1991, four typed pages of island history, tide tables, obituaries, and opinions, run off on a 1962 A.B. Dick mimeograph and left in a stack by the Store door for anyone who wanted one. Everyone did. Nobody admitted it.
He went to the bulletin board by the door, between the boat-for-sale notices and the bean supper, and pinned up his sheet with four thumbtacks, one at each corner, very straight.
Then he stood back to look at it.
"Crooked," said Elmer.
"It is not crooked, Elmer. I used a level at home."
"On a thumbtack?"
"On everything," said Ansel.
Wendell, on the bench, leaned forward and read it aloud, because Wendell read everything aloud.
"'The Hagstone Lantern. Special issue. November first, 2028. The True Story of 1931. Names named.'"
The Store went quiet.
Not entirely. The woodstove ticked, and the cooler hummed. But the bench stopped talking, and the Hallowell sisters stopped at the bread rack, and Tess stopped with a stamp half torn off its sheet.
At the CPU window, Delia Prout put her purse down on the counter, too hard. It made a sound like a dropped book.
"Names named," said Elmer Beal, loudly, cupping his ear. "What names?"
"You'll have to read it, Elmer," said Ansel pleasantly. "November first. By the door, as always." He pocketed his thumbtacks. "Free of charge."
Delia picked up her purse. She didn't look at the notice. She didn't look at Ansel. She said, "Thank you, Tess," in a voice like a closed door, and walked out of the Store, and the bell over the door jangled behind her.
Ansel watched her go. Then he turned, and saw Janie, and came over.
"Keeper." He bent a little to her, the heron's stoop. He smelled of pipe tobacco and mimeograph ink. "I'm glad you're here. I'd meant to come up the Head."
"You've stirred them up, Ansel."
"They've been stirred since March, Keeper. Since Tad's pictures. Since nineteen men voted away the Gores in 1934 and called it a town meeting." He took off his half-glasses and let them fall on their ribbon. "I've been at this thirty-seven years. Births and deaths and who built which wharf. I've never once printed anything that mattered. I'd like to, once, before I'm done."
"Is that worth what it'll cost?"
"What will it cost?"
"I don't know," said Janie. "That's what frightens me."
"I've told them what's coming. Fair's fair." He looked at the cane, and at her, over his half-glasses. "You'll want to read it first, you know. Before anyone. I'd like you to."
"Why me?"
"Because it's your light too," said Ansel Hartshorn quietly. "Your husband's grandfather got the Head because of that night, Keeper. Abner Pettengill was keeper of Hagstone Head for twenty years because of what happened on January seventeenth, 1931." He tapped the notice on the board with one blue finger. "And I don't think anybody's ever told you why."






  
  Chapter 2
The Lantern


"Haddock," said Doris, setting the pot on the stove. "Don't anybody say a word about the onions. I know what I did." 
"What did you do?" said Walt.
"I put in four. The recipe says two. I was thinking about something else."
"What were you thinking about?"
"Ansel Hartshorn," said Doris, "and how much I'd like to hit him with a mimeograph."
It was Wednesday, the eighteenth of October, Chowder Wednesday, with a northeast wind rattling the kitchen windows and the first real cold of the fall coming down off the mainland. The table was full. Janie at the head, with Russ the cane hooked over the back of her chair. Lyman in his own chair by the stove with the dog at his feet. Walt in the visitor's chair, out for the week at the inn. Doris at the stove. And at the end of the table, where the Watch had fed him every Wednesday since April, Earl Tibbetts, thin and gray, with his oxygen tubing over his ears and his little wheeled tank beside his chair.
"You'll have a bowl, Earl," said Doris. It wasn't a question.
"I'll have half. The doctor in Rockland says I'm to eat like a lobsterman and breathe like a librarian."
"You'll have a bowl and leave half. That's how it works."
Earl almost smiled. "Yes, ma'am."

      ***"Everybody's read it," said Lyman, when they were all eating. "That notice. Half the island's walked past the Store door three times since

      ***
      ***
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