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  Chapter 1
Purple Ink


The barograph ticked. It had ticked on the kitchen windowsill since 1924, a small dry clockwork sound under its glass lid like a beetle in a wall, and on Monday mornings, when Janie lifted the lid and opened the little brass door on the drum, the tick seemed to get louder, as if the instrument knew it was being looked at. 
"There," she said to the cat. "Look at that."
Fresnel, on the radiator, didn't look at it.
The old chart came off the drum in her fingers, a strip of ruled paper a week long, the purple ink line running across it like a road across hills. She rolled it and wrote the dates on the back, 6–13 Mar. 2028, and put it in the shoebox with the others, fifty-five years of them, and wrapped a fresh chart round the drum, and wound the clock with the little brass key, and touched the pen down until the nib made its first dot.
"Monday," she said. "Six o'clock and two minutes. Thirty point one four."
"You talk to it," said Lyman, from the doorway. He had come up the Head road in the dark with the dog, as he had every morning and evening since October, and stood there in his oilskins and the purple brace showing at his collar.
"I've talked to it since 1973. It's never once interrupted me."
"Lucky barograph." He looked at the stairs. "Climbing?"
"Climbing."
"After you."

      ***She climbed with Lyman behind her, as she had since October. Eighty-seven steps, rest on the first landing, rest on the second. He never said a word on the stairs. He breathed behind her, loud in the iron stairwell, and stopped when she stopped, and his good hand was never quite touching her back.
At the top the lantern room was cold and gray with a March dawn, the lamp still turning, and the island below lay in that brown wet hopeless color it took on in mud season, between the snow and the green, with old drifts gray along the stone walls and the harbor flat and pewter.
Mon. 13 Mar. 2028. 0600. Wind SW light. Bar. 30.14. Overcast. Vis. 8 mi. Sea smooth.
"You're going across today," said Lyman.
"The seven o'clock. Walt's coming with me."
"The heart doctor."
"The heart doctor." She capped her pen. "She's had the patch and the echo since January. She's going to tell me something."
"She's going to tell you what Ann's been telling you since Christmas."
"Probably."
"And you're going to argue."
"Certainly," said Janie.
Lyman looked out at the harbor. "Don't argue too hard," he said. "I'm getting used to these stairs."

      ***The winter ferry ran Mondays, Thursdays and Saturdays, and the Monday boat lay over at Hagstone on Sunday nights and left at seven, and Walt was on the landing at a quarter to, in his good tweed with his collar up and two paper cups of Store coffee in his hands.
"You came out Saturday for town meeting week," said Janie. "And now you're going back across with me on Monday."
"I'm going across with you and coming back with you on the mail boat. That's not going back. That's an errand." He handed her a cup. "Neil phoned me last night. He said, 'Don't let her go alone.' I said, 'I wasn't going to.' He said, 'I know. I just wanted to say it.'"
"He worries."
"He's your son," said Walt. "He's entitled."
Danny Coffin took them across in the gray, with the sea oily and calm and the islands sliding by like sleeping animals, and at Bramhall Walt drove her down Route 1 to Rockland at twenty-two miles an hour, and at ten o'clock she was sitting on the edge of an examining table in a paper gown with the patch results on a screen and Dr. Priya Venkataraman sitting on the stool in front of her with her reading glasses on their cord.
"Happy birthday," said the cardiologist. "Belated. Seventy-four on the ninth. Ann told me."
"Ann tells everybody everything."
"Ann is the best nurse on the coast of Maine." Dr. Venkataraman turned the screen. "Your echo shows a heart that's working harder than I'd like. The upper chambers are a little stretched. Your fibrillation episodes are short, but there were four in January and three in February, and every one of them came in the evening." She looked at Janie over her glasses. "Every one of them came within an hour of a climb."
Janie didn't say anything.
"So." The cardiologist folded her hands. "I'm ending the probation, Mrs. Pettengill. One climb a day. The morning one, when you're rested. Never alone, never in ice, never in a gale. Somebody behind you every step. And no evening climb at all. Not ever again."
"The evening log—"
"Someone else keeps it."
"There isn't anyone else."
"Then you'll find someone." Dr. Venkataraman didn't look away. "Who will climb it?"
Janie sat on the paper on the examining table and looked at her own hands.
"Lyman," she said finally. "On weeknights. He's been behind me every night since October. He's eighty-one."
"And the weekends?"
"Toby." Her voice didn't sound like her own. "My grandson. He's fourteen. He's home Friday to Sunday."
"Good. Then Toby."
"Toby's never kept it."
The cardiologist looked at her for a long moment. Then she took off her reading glasses and let them fall on their cord.
"Then he'll start," she said gently.

      ***She didn't say anything on the drive back to Bramhall, until the light at Thomaston.
"You can say it," said Walt.
"Say what?"
"Whatever you're not saying. You've been not saying it since Rockland. I can hear it from here, and I've only got one good ear."
"So have I."
"Then we're well matched." He drove on through the green. "Go on."
"She said 'never again,' Walter. The evening climb. Fifty-five years. Russ carried me up those stairs on our wedding night because I'd turned my ankle at the reception, and I've climbed them every evening since, near enough. And a woman in a white coat who's never seen the Head says never again, and that's that."
"She's seen your heart," said Walt. "That's more than the Head's ever seen."
She didn't answer that. On the mail boat she sat in the little heated cabin among the mail sacks and a crate of oranges, and Walt sat beside her and said nothing more. Once, off the Gores, he put his hand on the bench between them, palm up, not touching her, and left it there, and after a while she put hers in it.
"I promised Carrie," she said, as the breakwater came up. Very low.
"Promised her what?"
"That I wouldn't let him on those stairs till he was ready. When he was eleven. The first week. She'd said it to me once, years before, when he was little. 'Don't let him up the tower till he's ready, Mum. It's a lot to carry.'" Janie looked at the light on the Head. "I've kept him off it for three years. Lyman said once Toby could climb it when he could carry the log and the bar reading both at once without dropping either. Toby's been ready for two years. I haven't."
Walt's hand didn't move.
"He'll carry it," he said.
"I know he will. That's what I can't bear."

      ***The warrant for the annual town meeting was posted on the Store door, as it was every March, on yellow paper under a sheet of plastic against the weather, and half the island was standing in front of it at two in the afternoon when the mail boat came in, reading it as if it were scripture.
Janie read it over Wendell Gaskill's shoulder.
Article 14. To see if the Town will vote to release to the Hagstone Proprietors' Trust, its successors or assigns, all rights-of-way across the Trust's lands on the north end of the island known as the Gores reserved to the Town in the ratification vote of March 1934, or take any other action relative thereto.
Article 15. To see if the Town will vote to recommend to the Hagstone Light Trust that the resident keeper arrangement at Hagstone Head Light be continued, or take any other action relative thereto.
"There you are, Janie," said Wendell. "Fifteen. Right under the Gores."
"So I see."
"The Brume man needs fourteen," said Elmer Beal, loudly, cupping his ear. "His deal's dead without it. And you need fifteen."
"Some of us need both," said Tess from the doorway. "And some of us need neither." She looked at Janie. "Saturday at ten. You'll come."
"I've come to every town meeting since 1974."
"Not when you were on the warrant."
"I've never been on the warrant," said Janie.
"Well," said Tess. "First time for everything."

      ***Tad Spurling was inside, at the counter, buying a box of crackers and a can of sardines, and he had dust on his sleeves.
He was fifty-one, a lobsterman like his father, a big, square, serious man with a gray-blond beard and reading glasses pushed up on his forehead, first selectman of Hagstone for six years now, and the only selectman Janie could remember who had ever once come up the Head road to ask her opinion about anything. He turned round with his crackers and saw her, and his face changed.
"Keeper."
"Tad. You've been in the town office."
"I've been in the vault." He looked at his sleeves and brushed at them. "All week. Since the warrant went up. I wanted to see what the town actually voted in 1934 before I let anybody stand up Saturday and ask us to give it away." He lowered his voice. "Keeper. I've found something. About your light. In the old books."
"My light?"
"The Head. The Gores. What the town voted."
"Tad, I've had people tell me things out of old books before. It usually ends with somebody in the water."
"I know. I read the papers." He almost smiled. "This is paper, Keeper. Just paper. It's the town's own book. Nobody's looked at it in ninety years but me and the clerk." He glanced round the Store. Lorraine Tibbetts was at the far end of the counter with Tess, buying stamps, and she had stopped moving. "I want you to see it before Saturday. Not here. Can I come up Wednesday? After your chowder?"
"Come Wednesday."
"Wednesday." He put his crackers under his arm. "And Keeper. I'm glad about the heart doctor. Walt told me. One climb's better than none."
He went out. The bell over the door jangled.
At the end of the counter Lorraine Tibbetts stood quite still with a sheet of stamps in her hand. She was sixty, neat and gray, with a pencil behind her ear, as she had looked behind the town office counter every weekday since 1996, the woman everybody on Hagstone trusted with their records the way they trusted the tide.
She saw Janie looking. She smiled.
"Afternoon, Janie," she said. "Happy belated birthday."
"Thank you, Lorraine."
"Seventy-four." Lorraine tucked the stamps in her purse. "Doesn't seem possible. I've got you in the book, you know. Married into the island August 1973. I recorded it myself when I took over the old ledgers. Every name on this island's in my books somewhere."
She went out, and the bell jangled again. Janie stood at the counter and found that she was looking at the space where Lorraine had been, and didn't know why.

      ***At six o'clock that evening Janie stood at the foot of the tower stairs with the log in her arms, and couldn't make herself give it to him.
Lyman stood two steps up, waiting, with his hand out.
"Janie."
"I know."
"The doctor said."
"I know what the doctor said, Lyman. I was there."
"Then give me the book."
She gave him the book. He took it, and tucked it under his good arm, and looked at her a moment, and then turned and started up. She stood at the bottom and listened to him go, heavy and slow on the iron, eighty-one years old, the dog whining at her feet. One landing. Two. The hatch at the top. And then, faintly, the scratch of a pen.
He came down twenty-five minutes later and handed her the log, and she opened it and read the entry in his crabbed capitals, and at the bottom, (L.C.).
"Weeknights," said Lyman. He sat down on the bottom step to get his breath, with the dog's head on his knee. "I'll take weeknights. You know that. Long as I'm able."
"Lyman," she said.
"Mm."
"Thank you."
"Don't." He rubbed the dog's ears. "You held me by the collar on that causeway with one hand. I'm only climbing stairs." He looked up the iron spiral into the dark. "Eighty-seven of 'em. I counted. Russ used to say there were eighty-eight if you counted the hatch."
"Russ counted everything twice."
"So do you," said Lyman.
He had said it lightly, long as I'm able, the way men his age said everything that frightened them.
Janie heard it.
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