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Chapter One 

“Salt Marsh” 

 

The house at Allen Point had been ours for four months 

before the Cape showed us who it was. 

I use the word ours with the precision it deserves. The four 

of us had purchased the property on Salt Pond Road jointly, a 

four-bedroom, four-bath house, 3,800 square feet on nearly four 

acres, in late spring, after a negotiation I was glad to leave to 

Mary and Clara since Hamilton’s contribution to any proceeding 

involving real estate agents tends toward a directness those 

professionals find startling. He had looked at the house for 

eleven minutes before saying that the roof was within three years 

of needing replacement, that the eastern foundation wall showed 

evidence of subsidence he would want a structural engineer to 

document, and that the study window faced the correct direction. 

The agent, a cheerful young man from Harwich, had asked what he 

meant by the correct direction. Hamilton had looked at him 

without particular unkindness and said, “Southeast, toward the 

refuge.” He then told us the house was suitable and went outside 

to look at the dock, and the negotiation proceeded from that 

point without him. 

The property is the last on the road before the bluff drops 

to the salt marsh and the marsh opens to the sound. Salt Pond 

itself lies to the west, shallow and tidal, its surface shifting 

from silver to pewter to deep green through the day’s changes of 

angle and weather. The Allen Point bluff is perhaps forty feet of 
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clay and scrub, eroding at its outer edges in the way of all this 

coast, the battle between the land and the water proceeding 

slowly and without sentiment. Below the bluff the marsh extends 

to the water in a complex of channels and grass platforms that 

makes different geometries at different stages of the tide. At 

full flood the platforms are submerged and the marsh becomes an 

extension of the sound, indistinguishable except by its 

shallowness. At low water the channels are exposed and the grass 

stands a foot above the surface, matted and tawny in the summer 

and a deeper gold as autumn advances. I have been told that in 

January the whole system freezes to the edge of the channels and 

then thaws in March and the tidal grass comes up through the ice 

in the way of things that have been doing this for a very long 

time and see no reason to stop. 

We arrived in mid-May with what a casual observer might have 

found a spare quantity of possessions and what I knew to be 

precisely the correct quantity: four people who had organized 

their lives over many years around work rather than accumulation. 

Hamilton had the chain document binder, the lab notebooks, the 

instrument case, the violin. He had a box of books that he had 

selected with an intentionality he applied to no other packing 

decision. He had the spotting scope in its case, carried 

separately and set down first in the study before any other 

object was brought through the door. I had my medical reference 

library, my case journals—thirty-three volumes at the time of the 

move—and the clothes and equipment of a physician who had been 

managing two practices for three years. Mary had her medical kit 
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and her garden tools, which she packed with equal care and which 

arrived in two identical wooden crates she had built herself the 

previous winter in the basement of the Pinckney Street house. 

Clara had the portable forensic equipment, the photographic 

equipment, and a set of large-format field notebooks whose number 

I did not count because she did not invite counting. 

The house absorbed all of it without effort. That was when I 

understood that we had chosen correctly. 

I had been uncertain, through the months of discussion that 

preceded the purchase, whether leaving Boston was the right 

decision. My uncertainty was not about the house or the Cape or 

the company; it was about what the move represented for Hamilton, 

and what it represented was something I could not fully name. He 

had spent eleven years building the chain document. He had filed 

the seventh addendum in December. The Providence node was in the 

record. The Waverly proceeding was in its sentencing phase. The 

work that had organized a decade of his professional life was 

done, and done was not a state he had much experience inhabiting. 

I had watched him in the months after the filing with the 

attention of a physician and the concern of a friend, looking for 

the specific deterioration that follows the removal of a long-

term project from a mind that requires one. I had not found it, 

precisely, but I had found something else: a quality of waiting, 

of listening for the next structure. The Cape was a bet that the 

structure would present itself differently here, in a different 

landscape, among different cases, with different instruments. I 
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believe he made that bet consciously. I believe he was right to 

make it. 

What I had not anticipated, and what I should have, was that 

the Cape would ask something of all four of us that Boston had 

never required: a reckoning with slowness. Not idleness—none of 

us is constitutionally suited to idleness, and the work arrived 

from the beginning—but the specific slowness of a place that 

operates on tidal time rather than institutional time. Boston 

runs on schedules: the hospital shift, the court filing, the 

laboratory appointment, the commuter rail. The Cape runs on 

conditions: the wind, the tide, the season, the visibility over 

the sound. A case on the water cannot be pressed when the fog is 

in; it can only be waited. A witness who is out on his boat 

cannot be reached until he is back at the dock, and the dock time 

is governed by the fishing, not by the investigator’s 

convenience. Hamilton adapted to this faster than I expected, and 

in a way I found instructive. He did not fight the tidal schedule 

but oriented himself to it, as he had oriented himself to the 

scope at five in the morning. When the fog was in and nothing 

could move on the water he read, or worked at the bench on 

analytical problems that had been waiting for the kind of 

extended concentration that a confined day provides. When the 

tide was right and the light was right and the sound was clear he 

was at the bluff or on the water before anyone else was awake. 

The Cape had not slowed him. It had changed the rhythm of his 

attention without altering its quality, the way a different key 
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changes a piece of music without changing its essential 

character. 

For Mary the transition had been the simplest, because Mary 

has the rarest of practical gifts, which is the ability to be 

fully present in whatever place she happens to be without 

requiring it to resemble the place she has left. She transferred 

her competence to a new community the way a good surgeon adapts 

technique to a new procedure: the fundamentals unchanged, the 

application specific to the context, the outcome governed by 

attention rather than familiarity. Her patients trusted her 

within months, which is faster than the Cape usually grants trust 

to anyone who has not spent twenty years earning it. I attribute 

this to the quality of her listening, which makes a patient feel 

they are the only person in the room even when the schedule does 

not formally allow for that luxury. She manufactured the unhurry. 

That is not a small skill. By September she had three cases 

referred to her by other physicians in the group who had decided 

that certain patients needed her particular combination of 

medical and human attention and that the referral was worth the 

admission that someone else might do a thing better than oneself. 

I have always thought well of physicians who can make that 

admission without difficulty. 

Clara had moved with the least ceremony and the most 

deliberateness, as she does most things. She had assessed the 

outbuilding in the first hour and produced, in her field 

notebook, a list of modifications that would make it suitable for 

her work. She made those modifications herself over the first two 
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weeks with a quiet competence that surprised the local contractor 

she engaged for the electrical work and that I found entirely 

consistent with the Clara I had known for a decade. She does not 

delegate work she can do correctly herself, on the grounds that 

work done by one’s own hands is understood in a way that work 

done by proxy is not. The outbuilding was functional by June and 

better than excellent by July, superior to the Fort Point Channel 

lab in three specific respects involving the water supply 

quality, temperature differential stability, and the proximity to 

the salt pond as a source of comparative biological material. She 

was, by all observable measures, precisely where she wanted to 

be. 

The spotting scope was the evidence. 

He rose at five the first morning. I heard him on the stairs 

and thought it was the house settling, that particular 

conversation old buildings have with themselves in the dark. Then 

I heard the study door, and a silence of the working kind, and 

much later the squeak of the scope being adjusted on its tripod. 

By the time I came down for coffee the scope was aimed at the 

southeast, toward Monomoy, and Hamilton was standing behind it in 

the gray that precedes dawn over the water, perfectly still, in 

the manner of a man who has found a reason to hold himself so. 

He said, without turning from the eyepiece, “Three ospreys 

on the near bar. One in juvenile plumage. The adult on the left 

has a healed wing deformity, secondary flight feathers on the 

right side compressed and offset. She’s been flying like that for 

at least one season.” 
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I said good morning and made coffee. 

He said, “She still hunts. The deformity costs her something 

in the dive angle but she compensates with a longer approach 

before the stall. I want to watch her over several tides before I 

put anything in the record.” 

This was the first morning. 

I had known Hamilton for eleven years by then. I had seen 

him read a crime scene the way a musicologist reads a score: with 

attention to every element simultaneously, nothing dismissed as 

incidental. I had watched him build the chain document from six 

years of archival research and file it publicly and watch it 

produce legal consequences he never overstated and never 

understated. I had heard him at the violin late at night, working 

a phrase through its permutations with the same willingness to be 

wrong and try again that he brought to evidence. I had not, until 

that morning, seen him simply watch. Not examining. Not 

inferring. Not constructing anything from what he saw. Watching, 

as a man watches something that asks nothing of him in return and 

that he finds, in its asking nothing, unexpectedly necessary. 

Clara had predicted this. She and Hamilton had discovered 

their shared interest in birds with the particular surprise of 

two people who have been telling each other different versions of 

the same story for years without knowing it. The discovery had 

occurred in the autumn before the move, on a Sunday morning in 

October when Clara had arrived at Pinckney Street with a pair of 

binoculars she had apparently always kept in her car and Hamilton 

had produced, from the back of a desk drawer, a folded list of 
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species he had been keeping since the spring on a piece of graph 

paper, in the same small deliberate handwriting he uses for chain 

document addenda. They had examined each other’s lists with the 

careful attention of people assessing independent documentation 

of a shared subject, and within twenty minutes they had 

established that they had been at the Plum Island impoundments on 

the same October morning, a few years back, and had not known it. 

I do not know exactly what passed between them after that, but by 

the time I came downstairs they were planning a December trip to 

the Parker River Refuge that I was pointedly not invited to join. 

I had observed this exclusion without taking it personally. There 

are forms of companionship that require a silence, and silence in 

the presence of birds is one of them. Wilson, Hamilton had 

explained to me once, you are constitutionally incapable of the 

required quality of quiet. He did not mean this unkindly. It was, 

as his observations generally are, accurate. 

Clara keeps a life list she does not show anyone. I know of 

its existence only because I once saw the cover of the notebook 

she uses for it, before she turned it face-down on the kitchen 

table with a gesture that made clear the subject was closed. She 

photographs in the early mornings when the Cape light is at its 

most precise, and she and Hamilton have an understanding about 

the pre-dawn hours that requires no negotiation because they want 

the same thing at the same hour and are equally content to have 

it in silence. By the time Mary and I appeared for breakfast the 

two of them would often have been out for two hours, returning 

with the look of people who had done something useful with the 
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time before the world resumed its claims on them. Hamilton’s 

field notebook—a new one, started on the first day at Allen 

Point, distinct from his forensic notebooks by its green cover 

and its latitude for imprecision—filled at a rate that surprised 

me. He was not always writing in it; sometimes he would spend an 

hour at the scope or at the edge of the bluff making no notes at 

all. But the entries, when they came, were exact in the way 

everything he records is exact: date, time, tide stage, wind 

direction, species, behavior, individual identification where 

possible. The adult osprey with the deformed right wing had an 

entry by the end of the first week. He called her the left-hand 

bird, because she always banked left to compensate on the dive. I 

heard him refer to her by this designation in conversation with 

Clara as though she were a known quantity in an ongoing case. She 

was. 

By September we were four months established. Mary’s Cape 

practice had grown in the way that happens when a physician 

listens to her patients without hurrying and does not treat a 

fishing injury as though it had occurred in a Back Bay living 

room. She had joined a group in Chatham and saw patients three 

days a week and was known within the first month in the way that 

good doctors become known in small communities, which is through 

the specific recommendation of people who have been seen as they 

actually are rather than as their symptoms suggest they should 

be. The fourth day of the work week she kept for telemedicine, 

which had grown from a convenience into something she valued: it 

meant that patients from her Boston practice, some of whom she 
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had been treating for a decade, did not have to replace her with 

someone new simply because she had moved. 

I kept my MGH affiliation. The drive to Boston takes an hour 

and forty minutes in the off-season and considerably more in 

July, and I made it on Tuesdays and Thursdays. On the other days 

I saw patients at a small practice in Orleans that needed a part-

time internist and did not require me to explain why I kept 

irregular hours. The work on the Cape was different from the work 

in Boston in ways I was still learning to understand. The 

patients were older, on average, and more stoic in the particular 

manner of people who have spent their lives in physical work and 

regard complaint as a form of weakness they can ill afford. They 

were also more forthcoming about the social context of their 

health than Boston patients tended to be, perhaps because in a 

community where everyone knows the outlines of everyone else’s 

life there is no particular advantage in pretending the outlines 

do not exist. A fisherman with elevated blood pressure would tell 

me, without being asked, that his neighbor was disputing his dock 

access again and that the stress of it was keeping him up at 

night. This kind of information was useful medically, and it was 

sometimes useful in other ways as well. 

Hamilton was consulting for the Barnstable County Sheriff’s 

office on three matters that autumn, the details of which I will 

note only as they become relevant to the larger account. The work 

had found him through Captain Diane Noyes, whose acquaintance I 

have described elsewhere, and it suited the Cape’s particular 

investigative requirements in a way I had not anticipated but 
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should have. The geography here demands the kind of reading 

Hamilton does naturally: a crime scene that is also a tidal 

system is a crime scene that changes with every hour, and the 

investigator who arrives after the tide has been in and out twice 

has lost information that no technology yet devised can recover. 

Hamilton had understood this within the first week of being on 

the water, and he had begun waking earlier on the days when 

something active was in the picture. By September his internal 

clock had adjusted to the tidal schedule in a way that was either 

impressive or alarming depending on one’s perspective. He would 

sometimes say, before checking any instrument, what the tide 

stage was at that moment. He was not wrong. 

It was Clara who had made the formal introduction to the 

Sheriff’s office, and she had done so in a manner that was 

characteristic of her approach to institutional relationships: 

she had simply been useful, repeatedly, until the institution 

understood what it had access to. Her portable forensic equipment 

had already been deployed on two coastal matters before Hamilton 

was involved at all, and her reputation in the county was of a 

different and in some ways more immediately legible kind than 

his: she was the scientist from Fort Point Channel who had moved 

to Allen Point and who could tell you, from a water sample and a 

fiber fragment, more about what had happened in a particular 

location than a week of conventional investigation. Hamilton’s 

reputation came later, and it came the way his reputations always 

do: through results that could not be satisfactorily explained by 

any other means. 
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Raymond Fitch interested him. I could tell this not from any 

statement he made on the walk back up from the marsh but from the 

particular economy of his speech. When Hamilton is indifferent to 

a case he will sometimes say so; there is no pretense in him 

about the quality of his attention, and he has never seen any 

professional advantage in affecting interest he does not feel. 

When he is genuinely interested the speech narrows to what the 

thinking requires. He went up the bluff path in almost complete 

silence. At the top he paused and looked back at the marsh below, 

at the light on the channels, at the grass platforms and the 

tidal water and the place where Raymond Fitch had been set down. 

“He was moved from somewhere within fifty meters,” he said 

at last. “Not from the road. The grass would show vehicle 

compression along the margin if anyone had driven in from that 

direction. Someone carried him on foot, and whoever did it knew 

the marsh well enough to know how the current holds at half tide 

and where a body placed there would remain in place until found.” 

“Local knowledge.” 

“Deep local knowledge. Years of it.” He turned from the 

bluff. “I want to see his house.” 

The Barnstable County Sheriff’s office had found us in 

midsummer through an introduction made by Lestrade, who knows her 

counterparts in every county in Massachusetts and maintains the 

kind of professional relationships that are built on a decade of 

being reliably right rather than on any formal arrangement. She 

had spoken to Captain Noyes in June, and Noyes had called 

Hamilton in July about a matter I will not describe in detail 
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since it is not the subject of this account except as background. 

Hamilton had consulted for two weeks, the thing had resolved 

cleanly, and what followed was an informal understanding that I 

had watched establish itself in the same way all of Hamilton’s 

working relationships establish themselves: without announcement, 

through the accumulation of results that cannot be dismissed. 

Noyes was a careful woman in her early fifties, with the 

particular stillness of a person who has been managing other 

people’s crises for long enough that her own nervous system has 

reorganized around the requirement. She had worked the Cape for 

twenty years, first as a deputy and then in successive ranks 

until she had the command she wanted, which was not the top rank 

but the operational one: she liked the work too much to leave it 

for administration. Hamilton had told me, after their first 

meeting, that she reminded him of Lestrade in the particular way 

that means the comparison is genuine rather than lazy, which is 

to say that she shared with Lestrade the capacity for identifying 

the most important question in a room and asking it without 

preamble. I had met her twice by September and had found the 

comparison accurate. 

She arrived at the marsh scene forty minutes after Hamilton 

and I did, moving along the grass margin with the unhurried 

competence of someone assessing a scene rather than performing an 

assessment. She greeted Hamilton briefly, looked at the body from 

the same distance he had looked at it initially, and then came to 

stand beside him. 

“Brought to the marsh,” she said. Not a question. 
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“Within a two-hour window before the tide rose. The boots 

tell the story.” 

She looked at the boots. “Dry above the second eyelet.” 

“He didn’t wade in. And the grass platform to his right was 

not disturbed from above. He was placed here from the water side, 

carried from a second vessel that came in through the channel 

from the sound.” 

Noyes had the particular quality of listening that does not 

ask to be witnessed. She absorbed this and did not confirm or 

question it aloud; she filed it and moved on. “Fitch was a 

lobsterman. Retired but still worked the near traps. He knew this 

marsh.” 

“So did whoever did this.” 

She looked at him. “You think he was killed somewhere else 

and moved here.” 

“I think he was killed on the water and the marsh was chosen 

because it can be approached from the sound without being visible 

from any road. Whoever chose it had spent enough time on this 

water to know exactly what the tide would do with a body placed 

in that channel at that hour.” Hamilton looked toward the sound. 

“Fitch let them come alongside. The violence was quick and 

planned. This was not an argument that went wrong.” 

Noyes wrote in her notebook. “I’ll want that in a form I can 

use.” 

“You’ll have it.” 

The ME’s team arrived while we were still at the marsh, and 

we gave way to them and walked the channel margin while they 
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worked. The marsh has a quality in September that is difficult to 

render in language but that I have come to know well enough to 

recognize: a fullness of smell, biological and salt, that is 

somehow both decay and vitality simultaneously, the two processes 

so intertwined that they cannot be separated by any instrument of 

prose. Hamilton walked the margin with his eyes on the grass 

rather than the water, reading the stalks for compression and 

disturbance in the way he reads carpet at an indoor scene. He 

found nothing that the body’s placement had not already told him, 

but the walking itself was part of the method: he was confirming 

an absence, which is its own kind of finding. 

At the end of the margin, where the channel turned toward 

the sound, he stopped and looked back at the whole marsh from its 

far end. I had learned to wait for this moment at a scene: the 

reversal of perspective, the scene read from the opposite 

direction, which sometimes produces an understanding that the 

first approach conceals. He stood there for several minutes. A 

great blue heron, which had been waiting on a platform at the 

margin’s edge with the patience specific to its species, decided 

we were not an acceptable proximity and lifted itself with the 

unhurried effort of something that has been flying for fifty 

million years and has not found the process worth rushing. 

Hamilton watched it go. 

“He lived on this water his whole life,” Hamilton said, 

meaning Fitch. “Whoever killed him understood that. They came at 

him where he was most at home, because that’s where he was least 

guarded.” He turned from the sound. “It’s the oldest method.” 
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Raymond Fitch had lived on Allen Point for sixty-seven 

years, which was his entire life. He had been born in the house 

at the eastern end of the Point road, the same house where he 

died, and he had worked the water from the age of fourteen when 

his father had taken him on the boat and from sixteen when he had 

a stern seat of his own. The lobster fishery on the inner Cape 

had been his family’s occupation for three generations, and the 

near bars off Monomoy had been worked by Fitches since before the 

federal government had any interest in managing them. He had 

married at twenty-six, a woman from Brewster named Catherine 

Souza, and they had three children, all of whom had left the Cape 

for the mainland and who I would come to speak with in the days 

that followed. Catherine had died some years back. Fitch had 

continued working, in the reduced way of a man past seventy who 

still needs to be on the water more than he needs the income it 

produces. 

This account of his life I assembled over the following days 

from Deputy Reyes, from Noyes’s case summary, from the neighbors 

on the Point, and from the conversations that happen in a small 

community when one of its own has died in a way that demands 

explanation. The Cape’s information network operates partly 

through the ordinary channels of gossip and partly through a more 

deliberate kind of communication that I can only describe as the 

responsible transmission of things people believe need to be 

known. I had been on the Point long enough to understand the 

difference between the two: one is driven by the pleasure of 

knowing, the other by the obligation of it. The conversations I 
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had in the week after Fitch’s death were mostly of the second 

kind. 

He was, by all accounts, a private man in the way of people 

who have nothing to hide and no interest in display. He kept his 

property in the manner of his generation: maintained rather than 

improved, every repair done correctly and nothing done for 

appearance. His boat was the same. His shed was the same. He was 

known as a fair man in the transactions of the waterfront, which 

on the Cape means he paid what he owed and expected what he was 

owed and did not negotiate where a price had been agreed. He had 

a temper that appeared rarely and was then specific and brief, 

like the weather at the Point in certain seasons: arriving 

quickly from a clear sky and departing just as quickly once it 

had made its point. 

The dispute with his neighbor to the east, Edward Sears, had 

been running for three years in the Barnstable County Land Court 

and had not, according to anyone I spoke with, produced any heat 

beyond the ordinary heat of two men who disagree about a boundary 

line and have lawyers who are paid to extend the disagreement. 

Sears was seventy-one, retired from the Boston insurance 

industry, a summer person who had purchased the eastern property 

a decade ago and had become a year-rounder after his retirement 

in a manner that had never fully taken. He had the habits of a 

man formed by a different kind of community: he drove too fast on 

the road and complained to the town about the noise of Fitch’s 

boat starting at four in the morning and had once called the 

harbormaster about a mooring Fitch had held for thirty years 
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because Sears had decided it was in his sight line. None of this 

constituted anything beyond the ordinary friction of proximity, 

and while the land dispute had produced enough paperwork to fill 

a shelf in the county courthouse, it had not, as far as anyone 

could determine, produced anything that would cause a man to 

commit murder. 

Hamilton had spoken with Sears on the afternoon of the first 

day, briefly and at the door of Sears’s house, and had told me 

afterward that Sears was frightened in the way of a man who has 

the misfortune of being the obvious suspect in a crime he did not 

commit and who lacks the self-possession to behave in any way 

that does not confirm the suspicion. He had an alibi for the 

morning that was being verified. He would, Hamilton said, 

eventually be set aside and then he would have the additional 

misfortune of being the man everyone had briefly suspected, which 

on the Cape was a social distinction that would take years to 

outlast. 

What interested Hamilton was not Sears. 

Fitch’s house was at the end of the Point road, the last 

inhabited property before the boat landing and the dock. It was a 

cedar-shingled cape with an attached shed and a dock at the edge 

of the salt pond, the kind of property that has been in a family 

for three generations and maintained with the close attention of 

people who have no interest in selling and every intention of 

remaining. His workboat was at the dock, a thirty-two-foot 

lobster boat of the type that has been working this coast for 

sixty years: deep-keeled, wide-beamed, practical in the way of 
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things built for use rather than appearance. The paint was 

current but not fresh. The deck fittings were clean. The lines 

were coiled correctly. It was the boat of a man who respected his 

tools because his tools were his livelihood, and even in 

retirement the habit had not left him. 

Deputy Reyes had arranged access. Hamilton went directly to 

the boat and stepped aboard with the ease of someone who had been 

getting on and off working boats for four months, which he had. 

He moved over it with the unhurried attention I recognized from 

every scene he had ever worked, which is to say the attention of 

a man who has decided that the scene contains something worth 

finding and is willing to take the time to find it rather than 

the time to look as though he is finding it. 

The deck fittings first. The bait well, dry, its drain open. 

The trap line storage, the coils wound correctly. A pair of 

gloves left on the rail, the right-hand glove turned inside out 

in the particular way that happens when a glove is pulled off in 

haste while still wet: the inside-out glove had been on a hand 

that was working when something interrupted the work. Hamilton 

looked at it without touching it for a long time. Then he moved 

aft. 

Clara had come down to the dock while we were below, drawn 

by the particular efficiency of Hamilton’s movement that she had 

learned over years to recognize as a sign that something worth 

knowing was in the vicinity. She went aft without being asked and 

crouched at the stern cleat. 
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“This fitting,” she said. “Something was tied here under 

significant tension. The polymer surface of the cleat has a 

compression and friction pattern that I want to examine with 

magnification. May I take a sample from the surface?” 

Reyes said she could. 

Hamilton looked at the inside-out glove. “He was working 

when the second boat came alongside. He pulled the glove off to 

help with the line, or because he was startled, or because 

someone asked him to. He did not put it back on. Whatever 

happened happened quickly after this glove came off.” He looked 

at the dock, at the water, at the sound beyond. “The second 

vessel was a working boat of some kind. Not a recreational 

vessel. Someone who knows this dock.” 

“How do you know recreational?” Reyes asked. He had not 

looked up from his notebook. 

“The cleat compression Clara is examining,” Hamilton said. 

“A recreational boat would use a fender to come alongside and a 

line to the bow and stern cleats. What Clara is describing is a 

single heavy line through the middle cleat, the kind of quick 

lashing a working fisherman uses in the field. It’s a different 

habit. Recreational boaters don’t improvise that way. Fishermen 

do.” 

Reyes wrote this down. 

In the shed we found what Fitch had accumulated over forty 

years of a working life, organized in the manner of a man who has 

worked with tools long enough to understand that the tool you 

cannot find in the dark is the tool you needed five minutes ago. 
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Trap wire on labeled spools. Bait crates stacked by size. Two 

spare outboard motors on stands, one in pieces undergoing repair. 

Hand tools on the wall in outlines, the way a surgeon’s 

instruments are laid out: every object with a specific home, its 

absence visible at a glance. The shed smelled of salt and marine 

grease and the specific petroleum smell of old engines in an 

enclosed space, and underneath those things something older and 

more organic that was simply the smell of a man’s work over many 

years accumulated in the wood of the walls. 

The photograph board was on the north wall, above the 

workbench. It was the kind of board a working waterfront man 

keeps as a visual record: photographs tacked and taped over the 

years, some of them recent enough that the colors were still 

true, others faded to the creams and grays of age, some from so 

long ago that the boats in them were of a type no longer used. 

Catches. Crews. Seasons. A family photograph, formal, that I took 

to be from the late 1980s: Fitch younger and thinner and with the 

particular aliveness of a man in his prime on a boat he knew. A 

woman beside him whom I recognized as Catherine by the family 

resemblance to the youngest of his children, whom I would meet 

later. Three children in the photograph, school-aged, squinting 

into the sun. 

Hamilton stood before the board for several minutes, moving 

his attention from photograph to photograph with the systematic 

movement he uses on a document when he is not yet sure which 

element will prove significant. He photographed three of them 

with his phone. Two were recent enough to be identifiable—the 
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dock in its current configuration, the current boat, current 

weather. The third was the one that held his attention. 

It was old and water-damaged, the colors gone to amber and 

gray, in a frame that had been repaired twice with different 

materials in different decades. The photograph showed a lobster 

boat I did not recognize, smaller than Fitch’s current vessel, 

photographed from the dock in what I took to be late autumn by 

the quality of the light and the angle of it. Three men on deck. 

Two of them were turned partially from the camera, their faces 

not legible. The third, at the wheel, was perhaps thirty years 

old, dark-haired, looking at something to the right of the frame 

with the concentrated expression of a man watching the weather 

come in. On the lower edge of the photograph, in a handwriting I 

could see at a glance was not Fitch’s—I had looked at Fitch’s 

dock log while waiting for access and knew his hand: large and 

practical, the cursive of a man who writes when he must and stops 

when he is done—someone had written in a smaller, more deliberate 

script: “Off Monomoy, November.” 

Hamilton photographed the front of the image. Then he took 

the frame off the wall and photographed the back, where a piece 

of card had been taped. The same unfamiliar script, four words 

only: “For Ray. Both things.” 

He held the frame for a moment before replacing it on its 

nail. 

“What does it mean?” I asked. 

“I don’t know yet. I know the formulation. I don’t yet know 

what it means in this context.” He replaced the frame carefully. 
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“November off Monomoy. A boat I don’t recognize. A handwriting 

that isn’t Fitch’s. And someone who wanted Fitch to know they 

understood holding two things at once.” He turned from the board. 

“I want the name of every working boat on this water in 

November.” 

Reyes looked at him. “Long list.” 

“I expect so. Start with the Fitch family’s records. He 

would have kept trap logs from that period.” Hamilton was already 

at the shed door, looking back at the board. “And I want to know 

what happened off Monomoy that November. Not a complete record. 

Anything notable. A death, an accident, an incident that people 

on this water would still remember.” 

I wrote down November and the four words on the card, 

because there are moments in this kind of work when a thing 

registers before it explains itself and the accurate record of 

the moment of registration is its own kind of evidence. I wrote 

down the date and the phrase. I wrote down the three figures on 

the boat, two of them unidentifiable. I wrote down the quality of 

the light in the photograph, which was the particular 

horizontality of a November afternoon on the outer Cape, the sun 

at the angle of departure, the water very bright and the sky 

behind it gone to white. 

We left the shed as we had found it. 

 

That evening Hamilton walked the marsh perimeter alone. I 

knew he was going because I heard the door, and because he went 

out without his forensic kit or his camera, which meant he was 



Gael / The Long Tide / 25 

 

not going to look at evidence but to think. I have learned over 

eleven years not to follow him when he goes out to think. The 

product of those walks, when it comes, is better than anything 

companionship would have produced, and the cost of them is only 

the solitude of the hour, which he does not find difficult and I 

have learned to accept. 

The tide was on the ebb when he went out. By the time he 

returned it was full dark and the tide had turned again, the 

marsh in its midnight configuration, the channels carrying the 

sound’s slow water toward the grass platforms in the rhythm that 

had been proceeding without regard for human business for 

considerably longer than Allen Point had houses on it. He came in 

the back door and poured water from the tap and stood at the 

kitchen counter with the look of a man who has organized a room 

in his head and is now checking the arrangement. 

“The photograph was placed facing the door,” he said. “On 

the north wall of the shed, directly across from the entrance. 

Anyone coming into the shed would see it first. It was not buried 

in the collection. It was positioned.” 

I waited. 

“Fitch placed it there himself. The frame repairs are his 

work—the materials match what’s on his repair shelf. He repaired 

the frame twice, which means he valued the photograph enough to 

preserve it against two separate episodes of damage. The back of 

the frame was not accessible without taking it off the wall, 

which means the inscription was private. It was not for visitors. 

It was for Fitch, on the days he went to his shed and turned to 
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hang a tool and caught the image at the edge of his vision.” 

Hamilton set the glass down. “He carried something from that 

November for twenty years. The inscription names it. Someone else 

named it for him, in a formulation that was meant to help him 

carry it.” 

“Both things,” I said. 

“Two things in tension that neither cancel nor resolve each 

other. Something happened off Monomoy in November that gave Fitch 

two true things he could not reconcile, and someone who loved him 

or knew him well enough to understand that gave him the 

inscription as a way to live with both.” He looked at the window. 

The sound was invisible in the dark but present in sound, the 

pull of the tidal water through the marsh grass barely audible 

through the glass. “He kept the photograph. He preserved the 

frame. He positioned it where he would see it every day.” 

“And now he’s dead.” 

“And now he’s dead, and the case we are working, which is 

the question of who killed him and why, may be entirely separate 

from the event of November. Or it may be the same case across 

twenty years.” Hamilton moved to the table and sat. “I don’t know 

which yet. But I want to know what the photograph knows.” 

 

The four of us sat in the kitchen at Allen Point that night 

with the windows cracked to the sound and the light over the 

table doing the specific things that kitchen light does at ten 

o’clock when the day has contained more than a day’s ordinary 

measure. Mary had made something from the late tomatoes from the 
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garden, complicated and excellent in the way of things she makes 

when she has been thinking. Clara had the stereomicroscope on the 

corner of the table, its findings written in her field notebook, 

and she was looking at her notes rather than the food with the 

specific inattention that means she is working out a problem she 

cannot set aside. 

I had written in my journal while Hamilton was walking, 

setting down the day as precisely as I could, because the day’s 

events had the quality that I have come to recognize as the 

beginning of something, and the beginning of something is 

precisely when accuracy matters most. The facts are still clean 

at the beginning. No interpretation has yet attached to them with 

enough force to be mistaken for the facts themselves. I wrote the 

inside-out glove and the cleat compression and the November 

photograph and the four words. I wrote the quality of the marsh 

at four in the afternoon and the great blue heron lifting from 

the grass platform and the specific horizontal light that is the 

Cape’s gift and its argument. 

“The cleat finding,” Clara said, without looking up from her 

notebook. “The compression and friction signature on the polymer 

surface is consistent with a polypropylene line of three-quarter-

inch diameter, under a load of at least two hundred pounds, 

applied at an angle of approximately thirty degrees from 

vertical. This is consistent with a line run from a second vessel 

at a lower freeboard than Fitch’s boat—a smaller vessel, sitting 

lower in the water, tied alongside in some haste.” 
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Hamilton had been listening without apparent attention, in 

the way he sometimes listens when the listening is actually quite 

complete. “A smaller boat. Not another lobster boat.” 

“Consistent with a skiff or a light workboat. Something 

under twenty feet. The angle suggests it was lying lower than the 

dock level.” She looked up. “The compression is fresh. Within the 

last forty-eight hours.” 

“Fitch had a skiff on a stern mooring,” I said. I had noted 

this from the dock. “A fourteen-footer. It was still there.” 

“Then someone came alongside in a different skiff,” Hamilton 

said. “Or an outboard runabout. Something that can be launched 

from a trailer at any of the half-dozen boat ramps within five 

miles of this Point.” He had the November photograph on the 

table, enlarged on his phone to the edge of clarity. “The boat in 

this photograph. The smaller one in the background of the frame.” 

I had not noticed there was a second vessel in the photograph, 

but when he turned the phone toward me I could see it: in the 

upper right of the image, partial, the bow of something smaller 

than the featured boat. The image was too degraded to identify 

it. 

Mary had been listening without participating, in the manner 

of someone who is following a problem she finds interesting and 

will speak when she has something useful to add. “Who else knew 

Fitch well enough to come alongside his boat without announcing 

themselves?” she said. “I don’t mean people who knew him. I mean 

people he would let come alongside without question at four in 

the morning.” 
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Hamilton looked at her. “That is the question.” 

“On this water,” she said, “that will be a short list. 

People know each other’s boats and they know who is where at four 

in the morning and they don’t come alongside without a reason. If 

someone came alongside Fitch at that hour and he didn’t object, 

he either knew them very well or he was expecting them.” 

“Or he owed them something,” Clara said. 

The table was quiet for a moment. The sound came through the 

windows, tidal and specific. 

It was at that moment that I understood, in the way that 

understanding arrives sometimes as a sense of recognition rather 

than conclusion, that the Fitch case and the November photograph 

were not two separate problems but one problem with two temporal 

locations. Something had happened off Monomoy twenty-one years 

ago, and someone had written four words on the back of a frame to 

help a man carry the weight of both sides of that something for 

the rest of his life. That man was now dead, killed by someone 

with deep knowledge of this water, and the killing had the 

quality of a thing long decided: not a sudden violence but an 

execution of a decision that had been building for some time. The 

two truths stood together: what Fitch had known about November 

and what November had done to him, held for twenty-one years and 

now released in the salt marsh at the foot of the Allen Point 

bluff in the September afternoon light. 

I wrote all of this in my notebook and did not say any of it 

aloud, because it was inference rather than observation and 

Hamilton is correct that inference spoken before the facts are 
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established tends to attach to the facts with the adhesive of 

repetition and resist later correction. I wrote it down and 

waited for the facts to catch up to it, or to contradict it, or 

to show me where I had let the shape of the thing run ahead of 

what the thing actually was. 

Outside, the lighthouse on Monomoy kept its old count. The 

marsh made its tidal adjustments. The Cape proceeded with the 

September business of becoming autumn. 

Hamilton sat with the photograph on the table and his hands 

around his cup and the look of a man in the specific patience 

that precedes the next question. He would find the November 

record. He would find the second boat. He would find what the 

photograph knew, and what the four words had been written to 

carry, and whether those things were connected to the man in the 

marsh in the way I suspected or in some way I had not yet 

understood. 

The Cape had introduced itself. There was, as Hamilton had 

said on the first morning, a great deal more to observe. 
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Chapter Two 

“The Dock Log” 

 

I was at the kitchen table before five the next morning, 

writing. This is not unusual for me in the first days of a case; 

there is a quality of residue that the day leaves in the mind, 

and I have found over many years that the only reliable way to 

clarify it is to set it down while it is still undiluted by sleep 

and the morning’s ordinary business. My case journals have always 

been the more honest record for this reason. Hamilton’s lab 

notebooks are the official account, precise and structural, built 

to bear the weight of institutional examination. My journals are 

the other thing: the texture of the work as it is actually 

experienced, the observations that do not yet have a home in any 

argument, the questions that cannot be asked aloud without 

prejudicing the inquiry they belong to. I write them for myself, 

and occasionally Hamilton reads them, and occasionally he finds 

in them something he did not know he needed. We have never 

discussed this arrangement formally. It exists because it works. 

The kitchen at Allen Point at quarter to five in the morning 

is a particular kind of quiet. The house settles in the dark in a 

way different from Pinckney Street: less the contraction of old 

brick and more the lateral movement of a building that knows what 

the wind is doing and has organized itself accordingly over many 

decades of knowing it. The salt pond outside the kitchen window 

was invisible but present in the particular negative way that 

water is present in the dark, its surface making just enough 
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sound on the reeds at the margin to be distinguishable from 

silence. I had left the window cracked. The September night air 

on the Cape at four-thirty in the morning is something I am still 

learning to name: cold enough to require a second layer but 

carrying in it, on the right nights, the biological residue of a 

warm day over tidal water, a smell that is neither salt nor 

vegetation exactly but the combination of both in the specific 

ratio that this coast produces. 

Hamilton’s bedroom door had been open when I passed it on 

the way downstairs. The bed was made. He had been out for some 

time. 

This was, as I have noted, a sign. When Hamilton rises 

before me on a case it means the thinking that follows sleep has 

produced a question that requires the world rather than the desk, 

and when the world is the Cape the question is usually on or near 

the water. I wrote my account of the previous day and drank my 

coffee and did not worry, because eleven years of this 

partnership has produced in me, against what my general 

temperament would suggest, a certain confidence in the outcomes 

of Hamilton’s solitary pre-dawn inquiries. He comes back. He 

brings something. The something is always worth the wait. 

He came in at half past six with the look of a man who has 

been reading in poor light for an hour and who has found what he 

was looking for, which is the specific satisfaction of a problem 

becoming more complex in the right direction. He was carrying a 

battered green ledger of the kind that has been used for boat 

logs on this coast for fifty years: cloth-covered, water-stained 
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at the corners, the pages thick and slightly wavy from exposure 

to the damp. He set it on the table beside my coffee cup and sat 

across from me and said, “Noyes pulled the property access this 

morning at five. Reyes let me in.” 

“Fitch’s trap logs.” 

“The current ledger goes back seven years. There are six 

others in the shed going back to 1989. Noyes has secured them all 

as potential evidence. She’s given me access to photograph and 

transcribe.” He opened the ledger to a marked page. “I want that 

season’s volume first. It’s been bagged separately and it’s at 

the Sheriff’s office. But this one has something worth looking at 

tonight.” 

He had marked the page with a strip of paper. I looked at 

where he had opened it: an entry from eleven days ago, two days 

before the body was found. The handwriting was Fitch’s—I knew it 

now from having studied it long enough to internalize its 

particular formations, the way you come to know a person’s stride 

from watching them walk. The entry read: “Checked near traps, bar 

4 and 5. Hauled 22 keepers. Reset. Fog in from S by 0800. D.C. 

left message.” 

“D.C.,” I said. 

“Initials in a trap log are not identification. But the 

entry two days earlier.” He turned back a leaf. The earlier 

entry: “Bar 3 haul, 18 keepers, 4 shorts returned. Reset. Phone 

call from Harwich 0630, did not answer.” He turned forward again. 

“And three days before the body.” He found the page. “Trap 

inspection only, bars 1-3. Nothing wrong.—Concerned about fall 
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run.” He paused. “He stopped writing completely in the week 

before he died. For a man who had logged every working day since 

1989, a blank week is not inattention.” 

I looked at the blank pages. Five of them, leading to the 

day Reyes’s log ended and our account began. Five days in which 

Raymond Fitch had apparently gone to his shed and not written 

anything, or had not gone to his shed at all. 

“He was avoiding the log,” I said. “Or avoiding the shed.” 

“Or he was not working. He was managing something that had 

arrived in his life and that he did not know how to put in a log 

entry.” Hamilton closed the ledger. “D.C. left a message. A phone 

call from Harwich that he did not answer. And then five days of 

nothing, followed by his death in the marsh below his own 

property.” He looked at the window. The light was coming up over 

the sound in the way it comes up on the Cape in September: slowly 

and then all at once, the water going from black to pewter to a 

silvered gray that is almost colorless and then, in the space of 

twenty minutes, to the sharp blue of a clear autumn morning. 

“Something arrived from the direction of Harwich and Fitch did 

not want to receive it.” 

“And November.” 

“And November,” he said. “I want that season’s volume.” 

 

Captain Noyes met us at the Sheriff’s office in Barnstable 

at eight-thirty. She had that season’s trap log in an evidence 

bag on her desk and a second bag beside it containing what 

appeared to be a set of loose pages, handwritten, of a different 
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paper stock than the log itself. She had also, I noticed, a 

cardboard box of documents that she had organized with the 

efficiency of someone who had been working since before we had 

left Allen Point. 

“The loose pages were in the back of that season’s ledger,” 

she said, before Hamilton had asked. “Folded and tucked behind 

the binding. They are not in Fitch’s handwriting.” 

Hamilton put on examination gloves and removed the log from 

its bag. He set it on the examination table Noyes had cleared and 

opened it with the care he brings to old documents, which is the 

care of someone who has spent enough time with fragile materials 

to understand that the information they carry cannot be recovered 

once the physical object is damaged. He turned to November. 

The entries for that month were in the same hand as the 

rest: Fitch’s large, practical cursive, recording the trap log’s 

ordinary information. Weather. Haul counts. Reset positions. The 

condition of the gear. On November 9th: “Fog, no run.” On 

November 11th: “Ran bars 1-4 with D. Corrigan and T. Voss, 31 

keepers, reset. Corrigan’s boat.” On November 12th: “Weather 

holding, ran own traps alone, bars 5-7, 18 keepers.” On November 

13th: a single word. “Waiting.” And on November 14th the entry 

that had no continuation: “Went out with Corrigan and Voss on the 

C.M. Off Monomoy. Storm came in faster than—” 

The entry ended there. Mid-sentence. The pen had left a 

small trailing mark where it had been set down or dropped, and 

the page after it was blank. The next entry was December 8th, 

three and a half weeks later: “Restarted bars 1-3. Poor haul, 8 
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keepers. Gear in good shape considering.” As though November had 

not happened. As though the three and a half weeks between the 

trailing mark and the December restart were a silence the log 

would not enter. 

I looked at the date. November 14th. The same date as the 

inscription on the back of the photograph frame. 

Hamilton was reading the loose pages. He did not look up 

when I pointed this out, which meant he had already seen it. The 

loose pages were four of them, both sides filled in a smaller, 

more deliberate hand than Fitch’s: the same hand as the 

inscription. The paper was lightweight, the kind used in 

correspondence rather than record-keeping, and it had been folded 

so many times that the creases had softened to the texture of 

cloth at the intersections. Someone had unfolded and refolded 

these pages many times over many years. 

I did not read the pages while Hamilton was reading them. I 

waited, which is another of the disciplines the partnership has 

produced in me, because Hamilton reads a document the way he 

reads a scene: once completely, establishing the whole before 

attending to any part. When he finished he set the pages down and 

looked at the ceiling for a moment. 

“Read them,” he said. 

I read them. 

They were a letter, undated, unsigned. The handwriting was 

deliberate and educated, the handwriting of someone who had 

learned to form letters with care and had maintained that care 

into adulthood. The letter was addressed to Ray. It said: “I know 
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you have been carrying what happened on the fourteenth for a long 

time and I know you will go on carrying it because that is the 

kind of man you are and no one can tell you to set it down. What 

I want you to know is that I understand the weight of what you 

carry and why you carry it. You did not cause it. You could not 

have stopped it. The conditions were what they were and no one 

who was not on that water at that hour has any standing to judge 

what could or could not have been done. What you did afterward—

speaking when you were asked, saying what you saw, telling the 

truth as you understood it—that was the right thing even though 

it cost what it cost. You were a witness. Witnesses are not 

responsible for what they witness. They are responsible only for 

saying what they saw without addition or subtraction. You did 

that. I know it ruined something between you and the fishing 

community and I know you will never say so. I know you will keep 

the ruining private because that is also the kind of man you are. 

But I want you to have the other thing in writing so you can come 

back to it. The other thing is this: what happened on the 

fourteenth was not simple and not clean and the fact that you 

cannot feel at peace about it is not a failure of understanding. 

It is correct understanding. Both things are true and neither 

cancels the other and the only honest response to that is to hold 

both and to live carefully in the space between them. I believe 

you are doing that. I believe you will go on doing it. That is 

all any of us can do with the things that do not resolve.” 

I set the letter down. 
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The examination room was quiet except for the ventilation 

system and the sounds of the Sheriff’s office going about its 

morning business in the corridor beyond the door. 

“A witness,” I said. 

“A witness who testified at a trial and whose testimony cost 

him something in the community and who has been living with that 

cost ever since.” Hamilton had the photograph on his phone, 

enlarged. “November 14th. Three men on a boat off Monomoy. One of 

them was Fitch. One of them was a man named Corrigan. One of them 

was a man named Voss.” He looked at the photograph. “Voss did not 

come back from that trip. The log entry ends mid-sentence in the 

particular way of a man who stopped writing because the thing he 

was trying to record had exceeded the capacity of the record to 

hold it. Three and a half weeks of silence in a log that had been 

continuous for thirteen years.” 

“And Corrigan.” 

“A man from Harwich who worked the same water as Fitch, who 

ran the boat that day, who has apparently been trying to reach 

Fitch in the week before his death.” Hamilton looked at Noyes, 

who had been listening from the far side of the table with the 

expression of a person who is learning something she half-

expected to learn and is deciding what to do with it. “What do 

you know about a man named Daniel Corrigan, Harwich, in 

connection with an incident off Monomoy in November?” 

Noyes was quiet for a moment. She had the particular 

stillness of a person choosing between what she knows and what 

she is ready to say. 
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“I know it as a case,” she said. “I was a deputy then, and 

not in this district. But it was the kind of case that gets 

talked about. A lobsterman from Harwich went overboard in a 

storm. The boat owner was charged. Manslaughter, I think, or the 

negligence equivalent of it. I don’t remember the verdict.” 

“Who tried it?” Hamilton asked. 

“Barnstable County,” she said. “I’d have to pull the record. 

It would have been the DA’s office at the time.” She wrote 

something in her notebook. “I’ll have the case file by this 

afternoon.” 

“I’ll want everything in it.” Hamilton returned the loose 

pages to their evidence bag. “And I want to find Daniel Corrigan. 

If he is the D.C. who left a message in Fitch’s log eleven days 

ago and the D.C. who called from Harwich two days before that, he 

is a person of interest in Fitch’s death and also a person who 

may be in danger himself, if the same party that killed Fitch has 

reason to silence anyone connected to November 14th.” 

I had not considered this, and the consideration arrived 

with the particular weight that it deserved. A boat. Three men. 

One dead that November. One dead four days ago. One, if 

Hamilton’s reading was correct, calling a dead man’s phone from a 

number in Harwich, not knowing yet that the man he was calling 

was already in a salt marsh. 

 

We drove to the Chatham fish pier at ten o’clock on Noyes’s 

recommendation. She had given us a name: Augustus Tavares, 

seventy-four years old, known to everyone on the Chatham 
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waterfront as Gus, who had been working or simply present at the 

fish pier for as long as anyone could remember and who had known 

Raymond Fitch since they were children in the same elementary 

school on the Point road. If anyone on the present-day Cape could 

speak to Fitch’s connection to Corrigan and to the events of 

November, Noyes said, it was Tavares. She called ahead, which was 

the courteous thing to do, and Tavares said we could find him at 

the pier and that he would give us whatever time we needed. 

The Chatham fish pier in mid-September has a specific 

atmosphere that is difficult to convey to someone who has not 

experienced the working waterfront of the outer Cape in the 

shoulder season. The summer is over: the tourist boats have 

mostly gone, the charter fleet has reduced its schedule, the 

commercial fleet is doing what it does in September, which is 

fishing hard in the weeks before the weather begins to close the 

season down. The pier smells of bait and diesel and the 

particular salt-organic compound that is simply the smell of 

productive water, and it sounds of winches and gulls and the 

hydraulic percussion of a refrigerated truck being loaded at the 

dock shed. The light at ten in the morning on a clear September 

day is already carrying the horizontal quality that will 

characterize it for the next six months: lower in the sky than 

summer, more directional, sharper in its delineation of shadow 

and form. 

Augustus Tavares was at the end of the pier with a cup of 

coffee and a patience so complete it looked architectural. He was 

a small, compact man in his mid-seventies, the kind of compact 
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that comes from a life of physical work rather than from any 

constitutional smallness: his hands were large in proportion to 

the rest of him, the hands of a man who had been hauling traps 

since adolescence and whose grip had been shaped by decades of 

that particular labor. His face had the quality of the Cape’s 

year-round residents who have spent forty years in weather: 

weathered not in the poetic sense but in the precise one, the 

skin of someone on whom sun and wind and salt spray have done 

their work over a very long time and produced a surface that 

carries the record of all of it. He watched us come down the pier 

with the expression of a man who has been watching people come 

down piers for fifty years and has developed a comprehensive 

taxonomy of the kinds of people who do so and what they want. 

He shook our hands. He offered nothing beyond his attention, 

which was complete. 

Hamilton said, “Mr. Tavares. Thank you for seeing us. I want 

to ask you about Raymond Fitch and about November.” 

Tavares looked at Hamilton for a moment with the specific 

assessing attention of a man deciding not whether to answer but 

how much of the answer to give at one time. “Ray Fitch,” he said. 

“They found him in the marsh.” It was not a question. The Cape’s 

information network had been at work since the previous 

afternoon. 

“Yes.” 

“And you think it has something to do with Danny Corrigan.” 

“I think it may. Will you tell me what you know about it?” 
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Tavares drank his coffee and looked at the harbor. A lobster 

boat was coming in from the south, moving at the speed of a 

vessel whose captain is in no particular hurry and is keeping an 

eye on the weather to the southwest. Tavares watched it for a 

moment with the automatic attention of a waterfront man who 

monitors vessel movements the way a physician monitors vital 

signs: not anxiously, but continuously, with the alertness that 

has saved him from worry about the things he would have noticed 

and freed him to worry about the things he might miss. 

“November 14th,” he said. “There was a storm that came up 

off Monomoy faster than the forecast had indicated. A lot of 

boats got caught that morning. Most of them made it in. Danny 

Corrigan’s boat—the C.M., the ’Catherine Marie,’ a name unrelated 

to Catherine Fitch despite the coincidence—was one of the ones 

that didn’t make it in clean. He had two men with him. Ray Fitch 

and a man named Thomas Voss, who was crewing for Corrigan that 

season.” He paused. “Voss went overboard.” 

“In the storm.” 

“In the storm. The way Danny told it later, Voss was working 

the stern when the sea took him. It happens. It happens even to 

people who know what they’re doing, and Voss knew what he was 

doing. The conditions that morning were bad enough that most men 

who went in would not have come back regardless of what anyone on 

the boat did.” He looked down at his cup. “But there was a 

dispute. A man named—I forget the name, someone connected to 

Voss’s family—said that Danny and Voss had argued the night 

before over the catch split. That Danny had reason to want Voss 
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gone. That what happened in the water was not the storm’s doing 

alone.” 

“And Fitch,” Hamilton said. “Fitch was on the boat.” 

“Fitch was on the boat. He was asked what he saw. At the 

inquest first and then at the trial when it came to that.” 

Tavares set his cup on the pier railing and folded his hands. 

“Ray said he saw the sea take Voss. He said Danny came to the 

stern but that by the time he was there Voss was already twenty 

meters back and the water was running at a rate that made the 

distance unsurvivable in the time available. He said Danny called 

the Coast Guard immediately. He said the conditions were as bad 

as he had seen in thirty years on the water.” 

“He testified for the defense.” 

“He told the truth as he saw it,” Tavares said, with a 

precision that was itself a correction. “Which happened to be 

consistent with what Danny’s defense attorney was arguing. That’s 

different from testifying for the defense. Ray did not choose his 

testimony to help Danny. He chose it because it was what he saw.” 

He looked at Hamilton steadily. “I knew Ray Fitch for sixty 

years. He was not a man who would lie under oath to protect a 

friend. But he was also not a man who would say more than he 

knew, or suggest more than the evidence supported, to satisfy a 

prosecutor who wanted a particular story.” 

“And the verdict.” 

“Danny was convicted.” The words came out flat, with the 

specific flatness of a judgment that has been considered over 

twenty years and found wrong but not correctable. “Manslaughter. 
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He served eight years. He’s in Harwich now. He works at a boat 

yard.” Tavares picked up his cup again. “The fishing community 

here—the people who knew Ray and Danny both—most of them believed 

Danny. The conditions that morning were documented. The Coast 

Guard report supported what Danny said about the timing of the 

response. But the prosecutor had a witness who said Danny had 

threatened Voss the night before, and that was enough for the 

jury.” 

“And Fitch,” I said. “How did the community receive Fitch’s 

testimony?” 

Tavares looked at me. “There are people who thought Ray 

should have said more than he did. That he saw something he 

didn’t say. That he was protecting himself from something. I 

don’t believe that and I never believed it, but that’s the story 

that attached to him, and stories like that don’t leave a man 

alone.” He paused. “Ray fished this water alone afterward. He 

didn’t crew for anyone and no one crewed for him. He was quiet 

about why. He was quiet about most things after November of that 

year. There was a photograph he kept in his shed—from before. He 

kept it because he had repaired the frame twice and it was the 

only one he hadn’t thrown out from that period. I don’t know what 

it meant to him exactly. I know he kept it.” 

Hamilton looked at the harbor. The lobster boat had tied at 

the near dock and the captain was stepping off the stern with the 

practiced step of a man who has done it so many times that it has 

become involuntary. Hamilton watched him for a moment. 
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“Mr. Tavares,” he said. “The inscription on the back of the 

photograph frame. Do you know who wrote it?” 

Tavares was quiet for long enough that I understood the 

silence to be consideration rather than ignorance. “Where did you 

see the back of the frame?” 

“I examined the shed. With Reyes.” 

Another pause. The gulls worked the stern of the boat that 

had just docked. “That would be Catherine’s hand,” Tavares said. 

“Ray’s wife. She was a thoughtful woman. She understood what Ray 

was carrying about that November, even though he didn’t talk 

about it to her or to anyone. She put it in writing for him so he 

wouldn’t have to find it somewhere in himself when he needed it.” 

He looked at his hands. “She died six years ago. Ray kept the 

photograph on the wall, and when the frame broke twice, he fixed 

it twice. That tells you something about what the inscription 

meant to him.” 

I wrote the name in my notebook. Catherine Fitch. The 

inscription’s author. A woman who understood that her husband was 

holding two true things in irreconcilable tension and who had 

given him the language for it, in her own hand, on a piece of 

card tucked behind a frame in a shed he visited every working 

day. The double truth. Not her formulation originally—it is the 

kind of formulation that arrives through reading and living 

rather than being coined—but hers in the giving of it to the 

specific man who needed it for the particular weight he was 

carrying. 
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“Danny Corrigan has been calling Fitch,” Hamilton said. Not 

a question. 

“I heard that too.” Tavares set his cup on the railing for 

the last time with the finality of a man preparing to say 

something he has been deciding whether to say. “Danny has been 

trying to have someone look again at the case. He believes there 

is forensic evidence that was misread at the trial. The harness 

Voss was wearing when he went overboard—it was recovered by the 

Coast Guard and examined at the trial and the prosecution’s 

expert said the release mechanism showed signs of deliberate 

interference. Danny has always said that was wrong. That the 

harness failed because Voss hadn’t maintained it, or because the 

conditions were too violent for the mechanism, and not because 

anyone touched it.” He looked at Hamilton. “I don’t know if he’s 

right. I know he’s been looking for someone who would look at it 

properly. And I know he called Ray, because he thought Ray might 

be willing to speak to what he saw again, now that time has 

passed. And now Ray is dead.” 

The pier was quiet around us. A tern crossed over the harbor 

mouth at height, working into the southeast wind with the 

efficient indirection of a bird that covers distance by 

understanding the air rather than fighting it. 

“Thank you,” Hamilton said. 

Tavares nodded. “Find out what happened to Ray. He was a 

good man who got caught in something he didn’t choose and carried 

it honestly for twenty years. He deserved better than the marsh.” 
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He picked up his cup and turned back to the harbor. The 

conversation was concluded. We left him there. 

 

We walked back along the pier in the September light, which 

was doing the thing it does at midmorning on this coast: cutting 

at an angle that finds the grain of every weathered surface and 

makes it specific, so that the planks of the pier and the cedar 

shingles of the dock shed and the painted aluminum of the boat 

hulls all have a texture that the summer light conceals and this 

light reveals. I wrote in my notebook as I walked, which Hamilton 

has long since stopped commenting on, since he has understood 

that the walking and the writing are not incompatible in my case 

and that the notes taken in motion are sometimes more precise 

than those taken at a desk because the body in motion does not 

have the stationary mind’s tendency to organize prematurely. 

I wrote: Catherine Fitch. November 14th. The double truth: 

Voss overboard, Corrigan convicted, Fitch’s testimony. Fitch 

testified honestly and the honest testimony was received as 

betrayal by some and as insufficient by the prosecution. D. 

Corrigan, Harwich. Calling Fitch in the week before his death. 

The harness. The prosecution’s forensic expert. A finding that 

has been disputed by the convicted man for twenty years. 

I wrote: The case is older than we knew. 

I also wrote, because it was in my mind and my notebook is 

the place for things that are in my mind and not yet ready to be 

spoken, this observation about Augustus Tavares: that he had 

carried the story of November 14th with a particular kind of care 
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that is not the same as grief and not the same as guilt and is 

perhaps best described as custody. He had held the true account 

of what he believed had happened, and the true account of what he 

believed had been done with that account by the institutional 

processes that followed it, and he had held both for twenty years 

without resolving them into a single simpler thing. He was a man 

who had known Fitch for sixty years and Corrigan perhaps nearly 

as long and who had watched the community around him contract 

into a verdict that he doubted and a silence that he did not 

fully accept, and he had gone on coming to the pier every morning 

and watching the boats come in and keeping what he knew in the 

custody of his own judgment without offering it to anyone who had 

not earned the right to receive it. We had earned it, apparently, 

or Noyes had earned it on our behalf, and he had given it fully 

and without decoration and had asked nothing in return except 

that we find out what had happened to Ray. 

That is the kind of witness who is worth more than any 

document. Not because the document is less reliable—Catherine’s 

letter in the shed was more durable than anything Tavares could 

hold in his head for twenty more years—but because the document 

cannot be asked a question. Tavares could be asked what the 

community believed, and what Ray had carried, and what the story 

had looked like from the inside rather than from the outside of 

the official record. He had answered each question from the same 

standing position at the end of the pier, with the same careful 

precision, without asking what we intended to do with the 

answers. His care with the truth was of the kind that does not 
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require to know in advance how the truth will be used. It simply 

requires that it be used honestly. I noted that. 

Hamilton had not spoken since we left Tavares. He was 

processing, which I could identify not by any external sign but 

by the quality of the silence, which is the silence of a mind 

moving through material at speed rather than the silence of a 

mind at rest. We reached the car and he stood with his hand on 

the door and looked back at the harbor. 

“The harness,” he said. 

“The prosecution’s forensic finding.” 

“Which may or may not have been correct, and which Danny 

Corrigan has been arguing for twenty years was not. And Clara.” 

He opened the door. 

“Clara what?” 

“Is currently the most qualified person in New England to 

assess deteriorated marine equipment.” He sat. “Whether the 

harness still exists in a condition that would permit analysis is 

a different question. Whether the findings from the trial are 

reviewable from the documentary record is a different question 

still. Both are worth asking.” He looked at his phone. A message 

from Noyes: the case file would be available at two o’clock. A 

second message from Clara: the cleat analysis was complete and 

she had findings. 

“Clara first,” he said. “Then Noyes.” He was already 

composing a reply. 

I sat in the passenger seat and looked at the harbor and 

thought about Daniel Corrigan in a boat yard in Harwich, spending 
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his days on other people’s boats, living in the specific 

condition of a man whose public account of himself has been 

determined by an institution and who knows the account is wrong. 

I thought about the calls to Fitch’s number in the days before 

Fitch died: not threatening calls, I now believed, but the calls 

of a man who wanted a witness to speak again, to say once more 

what he had said in a courtroom twenty years ago, in a context 

where the saying might produce a different result. I thought 

about Fitch not answering, and the five blank days in the trap 

log, and the man in the marsh who had died before any of this 

could be addressed. 

I thought about the letter in Catherine’s hand. Witnesses 

are not responsible for what they witness. They are responsible 

only for saying what they saw without addition or subtraction. 

She had understood something about her husband’s burden that the 

community around him had not, or had not chosen to name. She had 

named it for him and he had kept the naming for the rest of his 

life. 

Catherine had written the double truth. And now there were 

more than two things, and none of them resolved, and a man named 

Corrigan in Harwich did not yet know that the one person who 

might have helped him was dead in a salt marsh at the foot of the 

Allen Point bluff. 

 

Clara’s findings were specific and, in the way of Clara’s 

findings generally, more informative than the question that had 

produced them. 
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We found her at the outbuilding bench with the 

stereomicroscope and a set of photographs she had produced from 

the surface sample taken at the Fitch dock cleat. She had also, 

at some point in the morning, driven to the Chatham boat landing 

and taken additional comparison samples from the cleats of 

working lobster boats currently moored there, which she had done 

with the permission of their owners in the manner of a scientist 

who understands that a single sample tells you less than a 

comparative set. She looked up when we came in and said, without 

preamble, “The line was polypropylene warp, three-quarter-inch 

diameter, the specific braid pattern consistent with traps warp 

manufactured in recent years. The friction signature indicates it 

was under load for between three and eight minutes. The load was 

lateral rather than vertical, which means the vessel it was 

connected to was alongside rather than above or below the dock 

level.” She gestured at the comparison photographs. “This is 

consistent with every working lobster boat in the Chatham fleet 

that uses current-manufacture warp. Which is most of them.” 

“But not recreational boats,” Hamilton said. 

“Recreational boats use different line. Braided nylon, 

typically, or a polyester blend. The surface friction signature 

would be different. This is commercial gear.” She removed her 

examination gloves. “Whoever came alongside Fitch’s boat came in 

a working vessel and tied with commercial warp.” She paused. 

“There is one more thing. On the underside of the cleat, where 

the surface is protected from weathering, I found a fiber 

transfer. A single fiber, plant-based, consistent with cotton or 
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a cotton-synthetic blend. The color is a faded navy blue. It 

transferred when the warp passed over the cleat under load.” 

“From the line itself.” 

“Or from a glove or garment in contact with the line. 

Commercial warp doesn’t typically include cotton fiber. Warp is 

purely synthetic. The cotton fiber was introduced by something 

that touched the warp during the mooring.” She looked at 

Hamilton. “A work glove. The kind that is synthetic on the palm 

for grip and cotton-blend on the back for comfort and 

ventilation. Standard commercial fishing gear.” 

Hamilton nodded. He was looking at the comparison 

photographs with the attention he gives to anything that has 

organized itself into evidence. “A working fisherman. A current-

manufacture working vessel. Commercial warp and work gloves.” He 

looked at Clara. “Can you age the fiber transfer?” 

“Not precisely. Recent. Within the past two weeks, based on 

oxidation state. I can say it was not old.” 

“Within the window of Fitch’s death.” 

“Consistent with that window, yes.” 

I was writing. Hamilton was looking at the salt pond through 

Clara’s outbuilding window, which faces west and catches the 

afternoon light in the way that makes the pond surface go from 

silver to a deep beaten gold as the sun descends. The light at 

two in the afternoon in September on the Cape has a particular 

weight to it that the morning light does not: it is the light of 

the day beginning to conclude its argument, gathering its 

evidence, pressing toward a finding before the dark. I have come 
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to pay attention to it the way I pay attention to the last hour 

of a working day in any context, because last hours have a 

particular honesty that midday tends to conceal. 

“A working fisherman,” I said, “who came alongside Fitch on 

a working morning, with commercial gear, and whom Fitch let come 

alongside without objecting.” 

“A fisherman Fitch knew,” Clara said. “Or a fisherman whose 

boat he recognized. On this water, the boats are as recognizable 

as faces.” 

“Or both,” Hamilton said. “A face and a boat that Fitch had 

known for twenty years and that arrived from a direction he had 

not expected and with an intention he had not prepared for.” He 

turned from the window. “The Noyes file will tell us who was on 

the C.M. on November 14th beyond Fitch, Corrigan, and Voss. There 

may have been a fourth party. There may be a name in the trial 

record that connects to a boat currently on this water.” He moved 

to the door. “We go to Noyes at two.” He looked at Clara. “If the 

harness from the trial is in storage anywhere in the Barnstable 

County evidence system, I want to know whether it still exists 

and in what condition. Will you call the clerk of courts?” 

Clara said she would. She said it in the tone that means she 

had already been thinking about the harness before Hamilton asked 

about it, which is the quality she and Hamilton share that makes 

their collaboration efficient and occasionally alarming to 

observe from outside it: the parallel track of two minds working 

the same problem from different instruments and arriving at the 
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same question by different routes, usually within minutes of each 

other. 

 

The case file ran to three hundred and forty pages. Noyes 

had a summary prepared and a flag system for the portions she 

judged most significant, which was a practical courtesy I noted 

with appreciation, because a three-hundred-and-forty-page case 

file examined without guidance is three hundred and forty pages 

examined without the benefit of the examiner’s understanding of 

which portions have already been worked and which have not. 

The prosecution’s theory had been straightforward: Corrigan 

and Voss had argued the previous evening over the division of the 

season’s earnings, the argument had been witnessed by two people 

at the Harwich docks, and the following morning Voss had gone 

overboard from Corrigan’s boat in conditions that were bad but 

not, in the prosecution’s argument, unsurvivable. The 

prosecution’s forensic expert, a man named Gerald Harmon who was 

then working for a private consulting firm in New Bedford, had 

examined the recovered harness and testified that the quick-

release mechanism on the safety clip showed deformation 

consistent with deliberate manipulation: someone had opened the 

clip while Voss was in the water, or had interfered with the 

mechanism before the trip in a way that would cause it to release 

under the load of a man in the water. This was the technical 

foundation of the manslaughter charge. 

Corrigan’s defense had argued that the harness mechanism had 

failed due to a manufacturing defect and the violent conditions, 
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and that the deformation Harmon described was consistent with 

impact damage from Voss striking the hull during the fall. The 

defense had produced its own expert who had given a contrary 

reading. The jury had accepted Harmon’s analysis. 

Hamilton read the forensic section twice. I watched his 

face, which gave nothing away in the way that Hamilton’s face 

gives nothing away when he is reading evidence, which is to say 

completely. When he finished he set the file down and said, 

“Harmon.” 

“The prosecution’s expert.” 

“Who examined the harness and found deliberate 

manipulation.” He looked at Noyes. “Is Harmon still practicing?” 

“I don’t know. I can find out.” 

“I want his current status and I want his methodology 

documentation from the original examination. Not the trial 

testimony—the underlying notes and photographs.” Hamilton closed 

the file. “The harness mechanism he was examining is a type that 

was recalled by the manufacturer a couple of years later for a 

design defect in the quick-release clip. The defect caused the 

clip to deform under load in a pattern consistent with what 

Harmon described as deliberate manipulation. The recall notice is 

in the Coast Guard equipment safety database. It was not 

introduced at trial.” 

The examination room was quiet. 

“You knew this before you read the file,” Noyes said. It was 

not accusatory. It was the observation of a careful investigator 

noting the sequence of events. 
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“I recognized the harness type from the photograph in the 

file,” Hamilton said. “The clip design is specific to a 

manufacturer that was in business for eight years. I ran the 

model number this morning while you were pulling the file. The 

recall was issued two years after the trial.” He looked at her 

steadily. “I do not yet know whether Harmon knew about the design 

defect back then and examined the harness with that knowledge and 

still found deliberate manipulation, or whether he examined the 

harness without knowing about the defect and made a finding in 

good faith that was technically incorrect, or whether something 

else entirely is at work in this case. What I know is that a man 

served eight years for manslaughter based in significant part on 

a forensic finding that a current examination of the same 

evidence and the same harness type would approach very 

differently.” 

“And Fitch,” I said. “Fitch was the other eyewitness. The 

last person alive who was on the boat that day.” 

“And now he is not alive.” Hamilton looked at the file. “I 

want to speak with Daniel Corrigan.” 

Noyes said she would arrange it. She said it with the 

quality of someone who understands that the conversation she has 

just had has altered the shape of a case she thought she 

understood and who is deciding, in real time, what the altered 

shape requires of her. She is good at that recalibration. I have 

watched her do it three times now in four months and it is one of 

the qualities I find most reassuring in the people Hamilton works 

with, because the alternative—a person who has committed to a 
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shape and resists its alteration in the face of new information—

is the thing that produces the worst outcomes in this kind of 

work. 

“One more thing,” Hamilton said. “The prosecutor on the 

case. Who was the ADA?” 

Noyes turned to the front of the file. Her finger found the 

line. She read the name. 

It was a name I did not recognize. I wrote it in my 

notebook: Robert Fenn. I wrote it without any particular feeling 

beyond the ordinary notation of a relevant name. I did not know, 

at that moment, that the name would become the center of a 

different and longer account that was only beginning to make 

itself visible at the edges of the one we were already inside. I 

simply wrote it down, as Wilson has always written things down: 

because precision at the beginning is the only gift the beginning 

can give to the end, and because the account holds what we cannot 

know we will need until we need it. 

The case file lay on Noyes’s table. Outside the window, 

Barnstable County was going about its September afternoon. 

Somewhere in Harwich, a man named Daniel Corrigan was working on 

someone else’s boat, not yet knowing that the one witness he had 

been trying to reach for the past two weeks was dead, and that 

two people he had never met were, at this moment, reading the 

record of the worst day of his life and finding in it something 

that had not been found before. 

I sat with the name I had written in my notebook and thought 

about the shape of things. We had come to the Cape to work 
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differently, at a different pace, in a different landscape. The 

first case the Cape had given us was a dead man in a salt marsh 

who had been carrying a twenty-year-old silence about a trial and 

a verdict and a friend who had served eight years for a death 

that the evidence may not have supported. We had been on the case 

for less than thirty hours and already the case had become two 

cases: the question of who had killed Raymond Fitch, and the 

question of whether Daniel Corrigan had been correctly convicted 

in back then. The two questions were connected in ways we could 

see and probably in ways we could not yet see, and the connection 

ran through the name I had just written at the bottom of a 

notebook page. Robert Fenn. A name that meant nothing to me yet. 

A name that would come to mean considerably more. 

I did not know that then. I wrote the name and underlined it 

once, the way I underline names I want to remember but cannot yet 

place in the argument, and I closed the notebook and looked at 

Hamilton, who was looking at the case file with the expression of 

a man who has found the shape of something and is now measuring 

the implications of that shape against the available time and the 

available facts. 

He looked up. “We go back to Allen Point. Tomorrow morning I 

want to be at the Harwich boat yard before eight.” 

“Corrigan.” 

“Corrigan. He doesn’t know Fitch is dead. I want to be the 

one to tell him, and I want to be present for what the telling 

produces.” He stood. “A man who has been trying to reach someone 

for two weeks and who has been receiving no answer will have a 
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specific response when he learns the reason for the silence. That 

response will be informative.” 

Noyes said she would have an officer present but at a 

distance that gave Hamilton room to work. This was the kind of 

operational understanding that develops between investigators who 

have worked together long enough to know how the other person’s 

methods function, and I was glad of it. We thanked her for the 

file access and went out into the Barnstable afternoon. 

The tide would be on the ebb by the time we got back to 

Allen Point. The left-hand bird would be on her bar, making her 

compensated approach over the sound, banking into the familiar 

adjustment that the deformity required and that she had made so 

many times it had become indistinguishable from intention. The 

marsh below the bluff would be showing its afternoon 

configuration, the channels narrowing and the grass platforms 

rising as the water retreated. The photograph of the C.M. off 

Monomoy that November would be in its place in Fitch’s shed, the 

frame repaired twice by the hands of a man who had understood 

what the image cost him to keep and had kept it anyway. The 

inscription said so, and neither of them resolved, and all of it 

waiting for whatever came next. 

The Cape in September, going about its business. The case 

inside it, going about its own. 
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Chapter Three 

“The Boat Yard” 

 

The drive from Allen Point to Harwich takes twenty minutes 

in the September off-season, which is long enough to arrange 

one’s thoughts and short enough that the arrangement cannot 

become elaborate. We left at seven-fifteen, before Mary and Clara 

were fully occupied with their separate mornings, and drove Route 

28 west through Chatham and into Harwich in a light that was 

still low and specific at that hour, the sun not yet above the 

tree line to the east, the road running through scrub oak and 

pitch pine with the flatness of the inner Cape that always 

surprises me after the bluff country of Allen Point. The outer 

Cape has a vertical quality, the land asserting itself against 

the sea in ridgelines and dunes and the forty-foot drop of our 

own bluff. The mid-Cape is horizontal: the road runs level and 

the trees are low and the sky is large above everything, which 

gives the landscape an openness that reads as exposed rather than 

expansive until you have lived here long enough to understand 

that exposure and expansiveness are the same thing dressed 

differently. 

Hamilton drove. He does not speak much on drives to scenes 

or to significant conversations, and I have learned to use the 

time for the thinking that his silence permits. I was thinking 

about Daniel Corrigan in the way I think about people before I 

meet them when the account of their life has arrived before their 

person: trying to hold the account loosely, not to let it compose 
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a face and a manner before the actual face and manner can do 

their own work. It is a discipline I have had to develop 

deliberately, because the mind, given a story, will supply a 

protagonist for it, and the protagonist it supplies is rarely 

accurate. What I knew about Daniel Corrigan was this: he had been 

a working fisherman on the outer Cape for at least twenty years 

before November. He had run the C.M., the Catherine Marie, named 

presumably for a woman whose relation to him I did not yet know. 

He had a crewman named Thomas Voss who had gone overboard in a 

storm off Monomoy and had not been recovered alive. He had been 

convicted of manslaughter and had served eight years, and he had 

come out of those eight years to a community that did not fully 

want him back and had made his life in Harwich, which is not 

Chatham and not the waterfront he had known, working on other 

men’s boats in a yard. He had been trying to reach Raymond Fitch 

for two weeks. He had not yet succeeded, and now he would not 

succeed, and we were the people who were going to tell him why. 

I thought about what that would look like. I have delivered 

bad news many times in my medical life: the conversation that 

begins with an ordinary morning and ends with a different kind of 

world. I have learned that the content of the news matters less 

than the manner of its delivery in determining how the person who 

receives it understands what they have heard. This is not because 

the content is secondary—of course the content is primary, it is 

the fact that has changed the world—but because the manner tells 

the recipient whether they are being seen as a person or as a 

case, and people who are being seen as persons can hear news that 
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people who are being seen as cases cannot. Hamilton understood 

this about bad news in a way I had not expected when I first 

began working with him. He is not sentimental about it; he does 

not soften the information or find euphemisms for its hard edges. 

But he delivers it with a directness that is itself a form of 

respect, as though the person being told deserves to have the 

fact stated plainly rather than wrapped in the cushioning 

language of institutional sympathy, which is the language of 

people who are more concerned with their own discomfort at 

delivering news than with the recipient’s right to receive it 

clearly. 

Corrigan, I expected, would not want cushioning. 

 

The Harwich boat yard was on Route 28 at the edge of town, a 

working facility of the practical Cape kind: a building that had 

been added to rather than designed, a yard full of boats in 

various states of repair and storage, the smell of fiberglass and 

epoxy and marine paint that is the smell of this kind of work. 

There were three boats on stands in the yard and two more on 

trailers near the building, and a man in the far corner of the 

yard was working on a hull with a grinder whose sound we heard 

from the parking area before we were fully out of the car. 

The man at the office counter inside was in his fifties and 

had the specific watchfulness of a proprietor who sees his first 

two customers of the morning and assesses each of them before 

they have said a word. Hamilton asked for Daniel Corrigan. The 
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man looked at us for a moment, the assessment running, and then 

said Corrigan was in the back yard and went to get him. 

We waited in the yard. The man with the grinder had stopped 

when we arrived, and the yard was quiet now except for the 

traffic on 28 and a mockingbird in the pitch pine at the yard’s 

edge running through its repertoire with the systematic 

thoroughness that had always struck me as the bird’s most 

Hamilton-like quality: not performing, not embellishing, simply 

working through all the available iterations of a thing until it 

had been fully explored. Hamilton was looking at the boats on 

stands with the attention he gives to anything that is well-made 

and has been used hard and maintained carefully. A lobster boat, 

mid-sized, with fresh anti-fouling paint below the waterline and 

the hull above in the gray primer that precedes finish coat. A 

center-console runabout with the steering column in pieces on a 

tarp beneath the hull. A third boat that was older and more worn, 

its name faded from the transom but still legible to someone who 

was looking: the Catherine Marie. 

Hamilton looked at it for a long time. 

Then the man from the office came back around the corner of 

the building, and behind him a man I understood without 

introduction to be Daniel Corrigan. 

He was sixty-two years old. I could tell from the file, and 

from the way he carried his age, which is to say with the 

physical authority of a man who has spent his life in demanding 

physical work and whose body, whatever else it has been through, 

has never stopped being the body of a man who knows how to work. 
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He was perhaps five foot ten and broadly built, with the wide 

shoulders and deep chest of the commercial fisherman’s particular 

physique: the physique shaped by years of hauling, the body 

organized by decades of standing on a moving deck and maintaining 

balance against the sea’s argument. His hands were large and 

marked by that work. His face was the face of a man who has been 

through something large and has not been diminished by it but has 

been altered in a way that is not diminishment and is not quite 

anything else either. He wore his gray hair short, and his eyes, 

which were dark and specific, found Hamilton’s immediately in the 

way of a man who has learned, over many years of being watched, 

to identify the person in a group whose watching has purpose 

rather than curiosity. 

He looked at Hamilton and then at me and then at the 

Catherine Marie. 

“You came about Ray,” he said. Not a question. 

“Yes,” Hamilton said. 

Something in Corrigan’s face changed. Not collapsed, not 

broken: shifted, like a door that has been held closed for a long 

time and has just been permitted to open a degree. “How bad.” 

“He died three days ago. He was found in the salt marsh 

below his property. He was killed.” Hamilton said it the way he 

says things that are simply facts and need to be stated as such. 

“I’m sorry to tell you.” 

Corrigan stood for a moment without speaking. The 

mockingbird ran through a new sequence in the pine behind us. The 

traffic on Route 28 continued its morning business. 
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“The marsh below his property,” Corrigan said, finally. “He 

walked that marsh every day.” 

“I know.” 

Corrigan looked at the Catherine Marie again. Then he said, 

“Come inside. There’s a table.” He turned and went back around 

the building, and we followed him. 

 

The back room of the boat yard building was a working space: 

a table with a bench on either side, a shelf of manuals and 

catalogs, a whiteboard with job schedules on it, a coffee maker 

of the industrial kind that produces coffee as a function of 

quantity rather than quality. Corrigan poured three cups without 

asking and set them on the table and sat across from us with the 

particular stillness of a man who has decided to receive whatever 

is coming and is organizing himself for the receipt. 

Hamilton told him what we knew about the marsh and the 

method of Fitch’s death, which was enough to make the picture 

clear without providing details that the investigation required 

us to hold. Corrigan listened the way a man listens to news about 

someone he has known all his life: with the whole body attending, 

not just the ears, the hands flat on the table and the eyes on 

Hamilton’s face. 

When Hamilton finished, Corrigan said, “Who did it.” 

“That’s what we’re working to establish. We know that 

whoever killed him came in a working vessel and had detailed 

knowledge of the marsh’s tidal behavior. We know that Fitch had 
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been avoiding contact in the week before his death. And we know 

that he had been receiving calls from a number in Harwich.” 

Corrigan nodded once. “That was me. I called him eight times 

in two weeks.” He wrapped both hands around his coffee cup. “He 

didn’t answer. I left two messages. He didn’t call back. I 

thought he’d decided he was done with me, which was his right. I 

hadn’t spoken to him in ten years. The last time we talked was 

after Catherine died. He called me. That was the only time in ten 

years either of us made the call.” 

“Why were you trying to reach him now?” Hamilton asked. 

Corrigan looked at him steadily. He was deciding, I could 

see, not whether to answer but how far into the answer to go on a 

first conversation with a man he did not know. He understood that 

we had access to the case file. He understood that we knew about 

the trial. The question was whether he trusted the use to which 

the information would be put, and that was a question about us 

rather than about the information itself. 

“You’ve read the trial record,” he said. 

“Yes.” 

“Then you know about the harness.” 

“We know about Harmon’s testimony. We know about the finding 

regarding the quick-release mechanism. We know you have 

maintained for twenty years that the finding was incorrect.” 

Hamilton paused. “We have also found the manufacturer’s recall 

notice, issued later, regarding the design defect in that 

specific clip model.” 
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Corrigan’s hands tightened around the cup. He did not 

otherwise move. He said, very quietly, “You found the recall 

notice.” 

“Yesterday morning.” 

“In two days.” He looked at the table. “I spent four years 

trying to find it. My attorney at the time said the harness 

evidence was the strongest thing the prosecution had and that 

attacking it would require a forensic expert willing to go up 

against Harmon, who was well-regarded, and that the cost of that 

expert would be more than we could manage.” He looked up. “The 

public defender’s office does not have a budget for forensic 

experts who go up against prosecution-favored consultants.” 

“No,” Hamilton said. “It doesn’t.” 

“Four years after I got out I found an attorney who took the 

case on a contingency basis and who found the recall notice. The 

notice was issued later, two years after the trial. It had not 

been available to the defense at the time of trial. My attorney 

filed for a post-conviction review years later based on the 

recall and on a re-analysis of Harmon’s methodology.” He paused. 

“The petition was denied on a procedural ground. The court said 

the recall notice constituted newly discovered evidence but that 

the delay in filing the petition—fourteen years from the date of 

conviction—exceeded the statutory limit for newly discovered 

evidence claims under Massachusetts law.” 

I wrote this down. Fourteen years from conviction. The 

filing had been within the window from the recall notice’s 

discovery, but the court had measured from the conviction, and 
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fourteen years exceeded what the statute permitted. The machinery 

of institutional time applied to the case of a man who had spent 

eight of those years in prison and the following six trying to 

find what he needed. 

“And the harness itself,” Hamilton said. “Do you know where 

it is now?” 

“The Barnstable County evidence storage facility. I was 

told, years later, that it had been retained as evidence of 

record in the original case. Whether it’s still there, whether 

it’s been disposed of in the years since, I don’t know. My 

attorney tried to establish its current status and got no 

response from the county clerk’s office before the petition was 

denied.” He looked at Hamilton. “If the harness still exists and 

someone qualified to examine it properly were to find what I’ve 

believed for twenty years it would show—that the mechanism failed 

due to the design defect and the conditions, not due to human 

interference—then I have grounds for a new petition. The recall 

notice establishes the defect. A current forensic examination of 

the mechanism would establish whether the specific failure 

pattern on this harness is consistent with the defect or with 

deliberate manipulation. They are different patterns. Harmon said 

they were the same. I don’t believe they are.” 

Hamilton was quiet for a moment. I had learned to read the 

quality of his silences well enough to know that this one was not 

the silence of a man organizing an argument but the silence of a 

man checking the map he is building against the terrain he is 

moving through, looking for places where the two do not match. 
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“Why Ray,” Hamilton said. “If you had the recall notice and 

the attorney and the petition, what did you need from Ray Fitch?” 

Corrigan set his cup down. “Because the court that denied 

the petition the denial noted in its ruling that even if the 

recall notice constituted newly discovered evidence, the 

underlying factual question—whether Voss’s death was accidental 

or caused by human action—had been decided by a jury that heard 

competing expert testimony and chose to believe Harmon. The court 

said that without new eyewitness testimony that materially 

contradicted the record, the forensic question alone was 

insufficient to overturn the verdict.” He looked at his hands. 

“Ray was on that boat. Ray saw what happened. He testified to 

what he saw, and what he testified to was consistent with my 

account, but at the trial he said only what he had been asked. He 

was asked whether he saw me touch the harness. He said no. He was 

not asked whether he saw the harness mechanism before Voss went 

in. He was not asked about the condition of the gear on the C.M. 

that morning. He was not asked about the behavior of the sea in 

the minutes before Voss went overboard. He answered the questions 

he was asked and he answered them truthfully and the answers were 

not enough.” He looked at Hamilton. “I wanted to ask Ray whether 

he would be willing to give a fuller account. Not a different 

account—the truth as he knew it, which is all I have ever wanted 

from anyone. But a fuller one. One that addressed the questions 

he was not asked at trial.” 

The yard outside the window was going about its morning. A 

truck had pulled in while we were talking and the proprietor was 
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speaking to the driver. The mockingbird had moved on from the 

pine. 

“And Ray’s answer,” I said. “Had you any indication, before 

he stopped answering, of what it might be?” 

“The last message I left him said what I’ve told you. That I 

was not asking him to change anything he’d said. That I was 

asking for his full account of the morning, the things he had 

seen and not been asked about. That I thought it might make a 

difference to the petition.” Corrigan’s voice was even. He had, I 

understood, been living with this for twenty years, and twenty 

years of carrying something is not enough to make it disappear 

but it is enough to teach a man not to let the carrying show in 

his voice unless he chooses to let it. “He didn’t answer. I don’t 

know if he heard the message. I don’t know if he was going to 

call back. Now I don’t know any of those things and I never 

will.” 

Hamilton looked at him. “Mr. Corrigan. Do you know of any 

person who would have had reason to prevent Ray Fitch from 

speaking to you? Anyone connected to the case who would have 

understood what a fuller account from Fitch might mean for your 

petition?” 

Corrigan was quiet for a long time. The length of the 

silence told me that the question had arrived at something he had 

been carrying alongside everything else. 

“Yes,” he said. 

“Tell me.” 
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“The prosecutor.” He said it flatly, with the flatness that 

belongs to a word that has been spoken in one’s own head for 

years and has finally found permission to be said aloud. “The ADA 

who tried the case. He knew the recall notice was a problem—I 

have to believe he knew, because the manufacturer’s recall 

records are public documents and any competent attorney doing due 

diligence on a case built around that specific harness model 

would have found the recall notice. Whether he found it before or 

after my petition I cannot prove. But when the petition was filed 

and the notice was entered as evidence, his office submitted a 

response arguing that the notice was irrelevant because it 

described a defect in a design variant that was not the model 

recovered from the Monomoy scene. That argument was technically 

accurate. The notice covered a range of models, and the model in 

question was at the edge of the range.” Corrigan looked at 

Hamilton. “Whether the defect described in the notice applied to 

that model is the forensic question. The answer depends on 

examining the actual mechanism. And the argument his office made—

that the notice was not clearly applicable—was the argument the 

court accepted as the basis for denying the petition.” 

“The prosecutor,” Hamilton said. “Is he still practicing?” 

“He’s a Superior Court judge.” 

The room was very quiet. I wrote the sentence in my notebook 

exactly as Corrigan had said it, because the sentence was a fact 

that organized a great deal of what had preceded it. 

“Robert Fenn,” Hamilton said. 

Corrigan looked at him. “You know the name.” 
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“I read it in the file last night.” 

“Then you know.” Corrigan wrapped both hands around his cup 

again. “I’m not saying he killed Ray Fitch. I have no evidence of 

that and I wouldn’t say it without evidence. I am saying that a 

successful petition in my case, supported by Ray Fitch’s fuller 

account of November 14th and a current forensic examination of 

the harness mechanism, would be a significant problem for a 

sitting Superior Court judge who built part of his career on a 

manslaughter conviction that rested on forensic testimony that a 

design recall may have invalidated.” He paused. “Whether that 

problem would constitute a motive for violence against a witness 

I cannot say. I am not a lawyer and I am not a detective. I am a 

man who spent eight years in prison for something I did not do 

and who has been trying for twelve years to get someone to look 

at the evidence properly.” 

I put down my pen. It was the kind of moment in which 

writing feels insufficient, because the weight of what is being 

said is not in the words exactly but in the accumulation of years 

behind them: twelve years of legal proceedings and procedural 

denials and a conviction that sat in the official record 

unreachable by any instrument he had been able to bring to it. 

Twelve years of Harwich boat yards and someone else’s boats and 

the Catherine Marie in the corner of the lot. I am not a lawyer 

and I am not a detective. It was the most direct thing he had 

said and the most precise: a man describing his own position on 

the map with absolute accuracy, no larger claim made, no appeal 
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for sympathy. Just: this is where I stand. This is what I know. 

This is what I cannot do. 

Hamilton picked up his cup for the first time and drank it 

as though he had just remembered it was there. He set it down. 

“The harness,” he said. “The county evidence storage 

facility. I am going to find out whether it still exists, and if 

it does, I am going to have it examined by the most qualified 

person in New England for exactly this kind of analysis. The 

result of that examination will be what it will be. I will not 

promise you a specific result, and I am not promising you 

anything about what can or cannot be done with the result in 

terms of a new petition. What I am promising you is that if the 

harness exists and if a current examination can produce a finding 

that materially addresses the question Harmon was asked at trial, 

that finding will be documented correctly and it will be in the 

record where it can be found.” 

Corrigan looked at him for a long time with the expression 

of a man trying to evaluate a statement from someone whose 

motives he cannot yet assess. This is the look I have seen 

Hamilton receive many times over eleven years, and it is the look 

that precedes either trust or the withholding of it, and there is 

no reliable way to predict which it will produce. Hamilton has a 

particular way of sitting with that look: he does not attempt to 

resolve it in his own favor, does not offer additional 

reassurance or modify the statement to make it more palatable. He 

lets the look be what it is and waits for the person to decide. 

Corrigan decided. “All right,” he said. 



Gael / The Long Tide / 74 

 

“I have some questions about the morning itself.” 

“Ask them.” 

 

What Corrigan told us in the next forty minutes I will set 

down as completely as I can, because it became the foundation of 

a great deal that followed and because the account, given in the 

flat precise language of a man who has rehearsed it many times 

but has not allowed the rehearsal to turn it into performance, 

deserved the complete record. 

He had run the C.M. that morning with Ray Fitch and Thomas 

Voss because the week’s fishing had been running well and the 

forecast for the following week was poor, and he wanted to 

maximize the haul while the weather held. The forecast for the 

14th had shown deteriorating conditions by noon, with a storm 

moving up from the southwest at a pace that the National Weather 

Service had estimated would bring it to the Monomoy area by 

midday. He had planned to be off the water by ten. He had been 

running the outer bars since five-thirty and had reset the last 

group of traps by eight and was heading in when the storm’s pace 

increased. 

“It came in three hours ahead of forecast,” he said. “That 

happens off Monomoy. The island funnels weather. The local 

fishermen who have worked that passage for twenty years know it. 

I knew it. I should have been further inshore than I was.” He 

said this without elaboration or self-defense, as a fact about a 

decision that carried consequences. “I was further out than I 
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should have been and the storm came faster than it should have 

come, and those two things together produced what happened.” 

The sea, when the storm’s edge reached them, had come up 

very quickly. He described it in the language of a man who has 

spent his life on this water and whose descriptions of sea 

conditions are therefore exact rather than impressionistic: the 

interval between waves shortened, the height increased, the 

direction became confused in the way it becomes confused in the 

passage around a barrier island when the wind’s direction 

interacts with the existing swell. The deck of the C.M. had been 

wet and moving in the specific unpredictable way of a working 

boat caught between two sea states. 

Voss had been aft, re-securing the last of the trap line. 

Fitch had been forward, handling the helm while Corrigan went to 

help Voss with the line. The account of what happened next was 

the account he had given at trial and had given to his attorney 

and had given, in the private version, to himself in the years of 

reconsidering it: he heard Fitch call from forward, looked aft, 

and Voss was in the water. The distance was already thirty feet 

and increasing. The boat’s speed in those conditions could not be 

reduced to zero fast enough to make the distance recoverable. He 

had called the Coast Guard. Fitch had thrown the life ring. Voss 

had not come back up. 

“The harness,” I said. “Voss was wearing it when he went 

over.” 

“He was. He was clipped to the trap line, not to the boat—we 

didn’t have a jackline rigged that morning, which was an error, 
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and it’s an error I’ve carried. He was using the trap line as his 

tether.” Corrigan’s voice was steady and specific. “When he went 

in, the clip released. The Coast Guard found him floating free, 

no longer attached to anything. The prosecution said the clip 

released because I opened it. I did not open it. I was forward 

when he went over.” 

“Fitch was forward.” 

“Fitch was at the helm. Neither of us was near Voss when he 

went over. The wave took him and the clip released and the 

prosecution’s explanation for that was deliberate manipulation, 

and mine was the design defect, and the jury believed the 

prosecution.” He looked at the table. “The defense expert was a 

good man who said what he believed and what I believe was 

correct. But Harmon was credentialed and confident and the 

defense expert was working from a disadvantaged position in a 

courtroom, and juries are not immune to the asymmetry of 

credentialing.” 

“The argument the night before,” Hamilton said. “With Voss. 

Two witnesses at the Harwich dock.” 

“There was a disagreement,” Corrigan said. “About the 

season’s earnings and how they were to be divided. It was the 

kind of disagreement working fishermen have. It was not friendly 

and it was not violent and it was resolved, or I believed it was 

resolved, before we went out the next morning. Voss was on the 

boat the next morning because he had agreed to be on the boat the 

next morning. If he had believed I was a danger to him he would 

not have come aboard.” 
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This seemed to me a reasonable argument and also one that 

the prosecution had apparently addressed by suggesting that Voss 

had come aboard unaware of Corrigan’s intention. I did not say 

this, because it was the prosecution’s construction and not the 

relevant question. The relevant question was the harness. 

“The harness,” Hamilton said again, returning to it as he 

returns to any central object: not pressing, not dramatizing, 

simply placing it back in the center of the conversation where it 

belonged. “When the Coast Guard recovered it and the court 

examined it, was the mechanism visibly damaged?” 

“Harmon said there was deformation of the load-bearing gate 

on the clip,” Corrigan said. “He said the deformation was 

consistent with the clip having been opened manually under load, 

which requires a particular kind of force that leaves a 

particular kind of mark on the gate surface. The defense expert 

said the same deformation pattern was consistent with impact—Voss 

striking the hull as he went over—or with the stress of the wave 

action on a clipped line. The two patterns are similar enough 

that Harmon could testify with confidence about one and the 

defense expert could testify with equal confidence about the 

other, and neither of them was lying, and the jury chose.” 

“And the design defect in the recall,” Hamilton said. 

“Describe it as you understand it.” 

“The clip model had a gate that was designed to release 

under a load of two hundred and fifty kilograms. Under certain 

conditions—high dynamic load, the kind produced by a man falling 

into a moving sea and reaching the end of a tether suddenly—the 
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gate could release at a load significantly below the design 

threshold. The manufacturer issued the recall because the defect 

had produced two documented failures in field conditions. My 

attorney argued, years later, that the failure on the C.M. that 

November was a third instance of the same defect.” He looked at 

Hamilton. “That argument requires proving that the deformation 

pattern on this specific clip is consistent with a gate-release 

failure rather than with deliberate manipulation. Harmon said it 

was the latter. The defense expert said it was the former. What I 

need is someone who can say it definitively, or as definitively 

as the evidence permits, with a current examination using current 

methodology.” 

“That is what Clara Enright does,” Hamilton said. 

Corrigan looked at him. He had not heard the name, and his 

expression was the expression of a man hearing a sentence whose 

shape he has been waiting for for a very long time. 

“She is a forensic biologist at Fort Point Channel, now 

working from Allen Point. Her specialization includes marine 

equipment and the analysis of deteriorated mechanical components 

in coastal and maritime contexts. If the harness is in the county 

evidence storage in a condition that permits examination, she can 

do what you need.” Hamilton paused. “I cannot promise the result 

will be what you believe it will be. I can only promise the 

examination will be correct.” 

“That’s all I’ve ever asked for,” Corrigan said. “Correct.” 
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We left Corrigan at the boat yard at nine forty-five. He 

shook Hamilton’s hand and mine with the particular formality of a 

man who does not perform warmth and does not withhold it and 

whose handshake therefore means exactly what a handshake should 

mean and no more. He walked back to the boat he had been working 

on when we arrived, and I watched him go with the specific 

feeling that has accompanied the beginnings of certain cases over 

eleven years: not optimism, which is premature, but the sense of 

a shape becoming visible that had been present all along, waiting 

for the light to find it at the right angle. 

Hamilton drove for a few minutes without speaking. The Route 

28 landscape ran past the windows in its flat September 

configuration. I wrote. 

“Fenn,” I said. 

“Fenn.” He said it with the quality of a man placing a name 

on a shelf where it belongs rather than the quality of a man who 

has just discovered its importance. He had known its importance 

last night. “A sitting Superior Court judge who tried the case 

and whose office opposed the post-conviction petition with an 

argument that the court accepted as the basis for denial.” 

“And whose reputation rests in part on the conviction.” 

“And who would understand better than anyone what a 

successful petition in the Corrigan case would mean for that 

reputation.” He looked at the road. “I want to be careful about 

this, Wilson.” 
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I noted the use of my first name, which Hamilton employs 

when he wants me to understand that what follows is not a 

procedural statement but a personal one. “I know.” 

“Fenn is a possible connection. He is not a suspect and he 

is not an established fact in the case as we currently understand 

it. What we know is that Fitch is dead, that Corrigan had reason 

to seek a new conversation with Fitch, and that the conversation 

Corrigan sought would have been uncomfortable for Fenn if it had 

produced a new petition that succeeded. That is a logical chain 

with links that hold. It is not evidence.” He paused. “What I do 

not want to do is build the case around Fenn as the obvious 

explanation before we have examined the alternatives. The man who 

came alongside Fitch’s boat had deep knowledge of this water and 

deep knowledge of Fitch’s habits. Fenn is a judge in the 

Barnstable County court system. He is not, as far as I know, a 

man with twenty years of knowledge of the outer Cape’s tidal 

systems. That is a difference that matters.” 

“He could have paid someone.” 

“He could have. The possibility exists and we hold it. But 

we hold it as a possibility and not as a conclusion.” He turned 

onto the road back toward Chatham. “The harness first. If the 

county evidence system still has it and if Clara can examine it 

and if the examination produces a finding that materially differs 

from Harmon’s, that finding changes the legal picture in a way 

that makes the question of who killed Fitch significantly more 

urgent from the perspective of anyone who had an interest in the 

conviction remaining unchallenged.” 
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“The finding itself creates the motive retroactively.” 

“If the finding goes the way Corrigan believes it will go, 

yes. It establishes that the forensic basis of the conviction was 

wrong, and that a witness who could speak to additional aspects 

of the morning is dead, and that the timing of that death 

coincided with a renewed effort by the convicted man to build a 

new petition. That is a very uncomfortable confluence of facts 

for anyone who had an interest in the original verdict.” He 

paused. “But we are not there yet.” 

I looked out the window at the Cape running past. The pitch 

pine and the scrub oak and the occasional glimpse of water to the 

south. The horizontal light continuing its argument. 

“The Catherine Marie,” I said. 

Hamilton glanced at me. 

“It was named for a woman. The prosecutor named it in the 

trial record as the C.M. but Corrigan said the name was the 

Catherine Marie. Named for a Catherine.” 

Hamilton was quiet for a moment. “Catherine Corrigan, 

possibly. A wife or a mother or a sister. The name matters 

because it tells us something about the man. He named his boat 

for a woman and he kept the boat for twenty years after 

everything that happened to it and everything that happened 

because of it. He still has it in the yard. He works on other 

men’s boats for a living and he keeps his own in the corner and 

maintains it.” He paused. “The Catherine Marie. And Fitch’s wife 

was also Catherine.” 
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I had not connected these. Two Catherines: the one who had 

named the boat that was on the water the morning Voss died, and 

the one who had written four words on a card in the shed of the 

man who had witnessed it. I had no idea whether the coincidence 

was meaningful or simply a coincidence of the kind that a 

community produces when it has been naming its children Catherine 

for two hundred years. I wrote both names in my notebook and put 

a line between them and made no claim about the line. 

Hamilton did not make any claim about it either. He drove. 

 

We were back at Allen Point by eleven. Clara was in the 

outbuilding and came to the door when she heard the car, with the 

expression of someone who has been doing focused work and is 

willing to be interrupted if the interruption is worth it. 

“The harness,” Hamilton said. “What did the clerk of courts 

tell you?” 

“It exists,” Clara said. “I spoke to the evidence custodian 

at the Barnstable County storage facility this morning. The 

harness from the Corrigan case was retained as evidence of record 

and has been in storage since the trial. It has not been examined 

in years, when it was briefly accessed in connection with the 

post-conviction petition and then returned without examination 

when the petition was denied.” She paused. “The custodian told me 

that the facility uses a desiccated nitrogen storage environment 

for marine polymer evidence, which is the correct preservation 

method. If the harness has been stored correctly in all the years 
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since, the mechanism may be in a condition that permits 

examination.” 

“Will they give you access?” 

“Not without a formal request through the Sheriff’s office 

or the court. Noyes can issue the request but it requires a court 

order from a Superior Court judge to release physical evidence 

for re-examination in a post-conviction context.” Clara met 

Hamilton’s eyes. “A Superior Court judge.” 

“Yes,” Hamilton said. “That is the specific problem.” He 

looked at the outbuilding wall. “Fenn is a Superior Court judge. 

He is not the only one. And the request does not specify any 

particular case theory; it requests access to physical evidence 

for a technical examination, which is a routine proceeding.” 

“A routine proceeding that Fenn, if it crossed his desk, 

would recognize immediately,” I said. 

“Which is why it must not cross his desk. Noyes will know 

which judges in the Barnstable Superior Court have no connection 

to the case and can issue the order without anyone with an 

interest in the matter being informed of the request.” He looked 

at Clara. “Can you work with a twenty-year-old marine harness in 

nitrogen storage? Do you know the degradation profile well enough 

to know what examination is possible?” 

Clara pulled her field notebook from the bench and found a 

page. “Synthetic fiber and polymer components stored in 

desiccated nitrogen degrade very slowly. The primary concern is 

brittleness in the load-bearing elements under cold temperatures, 

but if the storage has been consistent the mechanism should be 
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functional enough to examine under magnification. The question is 

the surface evidence on the gate itself.” She looked at the 

notebook page. “The deformation pattern Harmon described: a gate-

release failure and a deliberate-manipulation failure produce 

different surface signatures at the microscopic level. The gate-

release failure produces a pattern of fatigue fractures at the 

load points consistent with the cumulative stress of repeated 

dynamic loading and a single catastrophic release. Deliberate 

manipulation produces a different pattern: localized deformation 

at the manual contact points, the specific marks left by a human 

thumb and index finger applying the required force to open the 

gate under load.” She looked at Hamilton. “If the harness is in 

examinable condition, I can tell you which pattern is present. I 

cannot tell you what caused the gate-release failure if it was a 

gate-release failure—whether it was the design defect or the 

field conditions—but I can tell you whether it was a gate-release 

failure or a deliberate opening. Those are different findings and 

they produce different surface evidence and I can read the 

difference.” 

“That is sufficient,” Hamilton said. 

“One more thing,” Clara said. “The trial examination by 

Harmon. He used standard optical microscopy at the time. The 

methodology available at the time for surface analysis of this 

type of evidence was significantly less refined than what I have 

available now. It is possible—I want to be precise about this, 

not certain, possible—that Harmon’s finding was made in good 

faith with the tools available to him and that those tools were 
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not sufficient to distinguish between the two patterns with the 

confidence he expressed. The methodology has advanced 

considerably in twenty years.” 

“Which means the finding may have been genuinely mistaken 

rather than dishonest,” I said. 

“Which means both are possible and the examination will not 

tell us which,” Clara said. “It will tell us what the surface 

evidence shows. What Harmon knew and when he knew it is a 

different question.” 

Hamilton nodded. “Call Noyes. Tell her what you need and 

what the court order process requires. She’ll move quickly.” He 

looked at the pond. The afternoon light was beginning its long 

descent toward the horizontal. The left-hand bird was visible on 

the near bar, just, the particular dark shape of an osprey at 

rest. “We have two separate investigations,” he said, more to 

himself than to either of us. “Fitch’s death and the question of 

who killed him. And the Corrigan case and the question of whether 

the harness evidence was correctly read. The second investigation 

is the reason for the first—that is my working theory. But the 

second investigation may or may not produce legal consequences 

for the person responsible for the first, depending on what the 

harness shows and what can be done with the finding.” He turned 

from the window. “In the meantime, we still have a murderer who 

knew this water and knew this marsh and came alongside a man he 

had known for a long time with the intention of killing him and 

leaving him in a place where the tide would have taken the 
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evidence if the tide had been given more time. We need to find 

that person regardless of what the harness tells us.” 

“Two cases,” I said. 

“Two cases. One of them twenty-one years old and getting 

older. One of them three days old and requiring immediate 

attention.” He moved toward the house. “I want to go back to the 

marsh tonight, at the same tidal stage as the morning Fitch was 

found. I want to see the channel from the water side.” 

“We don’t have a boat,” I said. 

He looked at me. “Gus Tavares told me this morning that he 

keeps a skiff at the Chatham town landing for people who know to 

ask. I asked.” He went inside. 

 

That evening, at the tidal stage that matched the morning of 

Fitch’s death, Hamilton and I put a borrowed skiff into the water 

at the Chatham town landing and ran it south along the outer edge 

of the salt marsh toward Allen Point. The outboard was a small 

one, quiet enough that the marsh sounds were audible over it: the 

wind in the grass, the water in the channels, the occasional 

brief sound of a diving bird somewhere in the dark ahead of us. 

The sky had gone from the last light to full dark while we were 

rigging the skiff, and the marsh at night has a quality that I 

found entirely unlike its daytime character: not ominous, 

exactly, but absolute, the grass platforms rising to the height 

of the skiff’s freeboard and making walls on either side of the 

channel that reduced the visible world to the width of the 

waterway and the sky above it. 
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Hamilton ran the channel from memory, which he had acquired 

by studying the chart that afternoon with the attention he gives 

to any territory he is about to move through. He had been on the 

marsh in daylight three times since Fitch’s death. He navigated 

now by depth and bearing and the distinct sound of the channel’s 

current against the hull, making corrections without apparent 

thought, the way a man who has internalized a route navigates it 

in the dark. 

We came to the position where Fitch had been found. Hamilton 

cut the outboard. 

The marsh at that tidal stage and that channel width was 

exactly what he had said: navigable in a small vessel from the 

sound, approachable without being visible from any road, the 

current holding a body placed in the channel in exactly the 

position where Reyes had found it. We sat in the skiff without 

speaking. The grass made its sound. The channel ran its current. 

An owl called from somewhere on the landward side of the marsh, 

the call carrying across the water with the carrying quality of 

an owl’s voice at night. 

Hamilton was looking at the bluff above the channel. At the 

path that came down from the house. At the distance between the 

path and the water. 

“He came from the south,” he said, quietly, as though 

speaking too loudly would change something. “Not from the Point 

road. From the sound side. He ran in through the outer channel in 

the dark, the way we came, and he knew this passage the way we 

don’t know it yet. He knew every bend.” He was quiet for a 



Gael / The Long Tide / 88 

 

moment. “This is the passage Corrigan would have known. This is 

the water he worked for twenty years before that November. If he 

has been on this water in the years since—even occasionally, even 

on other boats for other purposes—he would know it still.” 

I said nothing. He was not concluding anything; he was 

testing a shape against the terrain, looking for places where the 

shape did not fit. 

“But the line,” he said. “The man who came alongside Fitch’s 

boat in the days before or the morning of his death. The 

commercial warp. The work glove. A man who was currently working 

the water, not a man whose connection to this water was twenty 

years old.” He looked at the channel ahead of us. “Corrigan is in 

Harwich. He works in a boat yard. He does not, as far as we know, 

fish commercially any longer. He does not have the current 

working fisherman’s calluses on his hands or the current working 

fisherman’s gear on his boat.” He paused. “He told us what he 

told us today in a way that was consistent and specific and 

unrehearsed. He did not behave like a man who knew Fitch was dead 

before we told him.” 

“You read people well,” I said. 

“I read physical evidence well. People are less reliable 

than evidence. But Corrigan’s response when I told him about 

Fitch had no element of performance in it, and the quality of a 

performance can generally be identified by a small lag between 

the stimulus and the response. There was no lag. The news arrived 

and what followed was immediate and involuntary and consistent 

with genuine shock.” He looked at the bluff. “Corrigan is not the 



Gael / The Long Tide / 89 

 

man who came alongside Fitch’s boat. But Corrigan may have told 

someone about the calls to Fitch. And that someone, with the 

right motive and the right knowledge of this water, may have 

understood what a conversation between Corrigan and Fitch could 

produce.” 

We sat in the skiff in the September dark while the channel 

ran its current and the grass made its sound and the owl called 

again from the landward side. The house at Allen Point was 

visible above the bluff, the study window lit, and I thought of 

Mary inside with her book and her cup of coffee, keeping the 

ordinary life of the house going in the way she keeps everything 

going: without drama, without requiring acknowledgment, simply by 

being reliably, warmly present in the place where presence is 

needed. 

I wrote in my notebook by the light of my phone, because I 

had brought the notebook onto the water for exactly this kind of 

moment: the words that come in the field and not at the desk. I 

wrote the channel and the owl and the quality of the marsh at 

night. I wrote: The man who came in from the water knew this 

passage. He was working the water recently. He had commercial 

gear. He had reason to prevent Fitch from speaking to Corrigan. 

He may or may not be connected to Fenn. The harness will tell us 

something but not that. 

I wrote, at the bottom of the page: Two cases. Both of them 

telling the truth. The truth of one case is the motive for the 

crime in the other. The work is to find where they join. 
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Hamilton started the outboard and we ran back north through 

the dark channel toward the landing, the grass walls rising on 

either side and the sky above us immense with stars in the way of 

a clear September night on the outer Cape when there is no moon. 

The left-hand bird was somewhere in the dark over the sound, 

making her approaches, banking into the compensation that the 

damaged wing required and that had become, over the seasons, 

simply her way of moving through the air. Imperfect and precise 

and wholly functional, in the way of things that have learned to 

work with what they have. 

The work continues. But tonight, for the duration of the run 

back up the channel, it rested in the sound of the water and the 

smell of the marsh and the cold that was beginning to remind us, 

at the end of September, that the Cape’s severe season was coming 

and would be here soon enough. 
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Chapter Four 

“The Mechanism” 

 

The court order took two days. Noyes moved it through the 

Barnstable Superior Court on a Friday afternoon, through a judge 

named Elaine Cardoso who had been appointed to the bench a few 

years ago and who had, as far as Noyes could determine, no 

connection to the Corrigan case and no professional relationship 

with Robert Fenn beyond the ordinary collegial proximity of two 

people who sit on the same court. The order was issued without 

event. The request described the material as physical evidence in 

an open homicide investigation requiring forensic comparison 

analysis, which was true in every word: the harness was evidence 

in Fitch’s murder investigation in the sense that its examination 

might establish the motive for that murder, and the examination 

was forensic comparison analysis in every methodological respect. 

Cardoso signed it on a Friday at three-fifteen and by four 

o’clock Noyes had the signed order and the harness was being 

transferred from the county evidence storage facility in 

Barnstable to Clara’s outbuilding at Allen Point under a chain-

of-custody protocol that Noyes had designed with the care of 

someone who understood that the chain’s integrity was the 

examination’s most important prerequisite. 

I watched the transfer happen from the kitchen window. A 

Deputy Sheriff’s vehicle came down the Point road at five-thirty 

on Friday evening and a deputy carried a sealed evidence 

container into Clara’s outbuilding and signed the transfer 
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paperwork and drove away. Clara received it, noted the seal’s 

condition and the custody record, and placed it on her 

examination bench without opening it. She would open it in the 

morning, under controlled conditions, with her full attention. 

Hamilton was at the dock when the transfer vehicle arrived. 

He had been there for an hour, talking to a man named Paul 

Rebeiro who worked the near bars from a Chatham slip and who had 

known Raymond Fitch since childhood. I had watched them from the 

kitchen window for the last half of the conversation without 

being able to hear it, and what I had watched was Hamilton at his 

specific interviewing posture: the slight forward lean that means 

he is attending completely, the hands at his sides rather than in 

his pockets, the face doing nothing that could be characterized 

as either sympathy or pressure, simply being present and 

available and patient. I have seen him conduct a hundred 

conversations in that posture. The people who receive it almost 

always give more than they intended, not because they are being 

manipulated but because a person who is genuinely attending 

without an evident agenda produces in the person being attended 

to the specific ease that follows the discovery that they are not 

being judged. 

He came in at six. I had made dinner, which is one of the 

things I am reliably capable of and which Mary had taught me to 

do with more care than I had previously brought to the activity, 

on the grounds that people who work as hard as the four of us 

work require food that restores rather than merely sustains. 

Hamilton ate standing at the kitchen counter for the first two 



Gael / The Long Tide / 93 

 

minutes, which is his eating posture when there is something he 

wants to say before the food changes the quality of his thinking, 

and then he sat and ate normally and said, “Rebeiro.” 

“Tell me.” 

“He was at the Harwich dock on November 13th. The evening 

before Fitch and Corrigan and Voss went out. He remembers it 

because he had been planning to go out the next morning himself 

and the weather picture made him decide not to, and he remembers 

standing at the dock and watching the forecast and making the 

decision and then seeing Corrigan at the fuel dock making what he 

took to be a different decision.” Hamilton cut his food without 

looking at it. “Rebeiro is seventy years old. He was fishing 

commercial then and he still is. His memory of that night is 

specific in the way that fishermen’s memories of weather 

decisions are specific: the decision cost him the morning’s haul 

but it was the right decision and he has never second-guessed it, 

and the memory of being right about the weather is the kind of 

memory that stays sharp.” 

“What does he remember about Corrigan?” 

“Corrigan at the fuel dock, topping off. And someone with 

Corrigan who Rebeiro did not recognize as a regular face on the 

Harwich waterfront. A man, roughly Corrigan’s age, who was 

helping with the fuel line and who Rebeiro saw in conversation 

with Corrigan for perhaps ten minutes before they both went 

aboard the C.M.” Hamilton looked up. “Not Voss. Rebeiro knew 

Voss. This was a fourth man, and Rebeiro’s understanding at the 



Gael / The Long Tide / 94 

 

time was that this man was planning to go out with them the next 

morning.” 

I set down my fork. “A fourth person on the boat.” 

“Or a fourth person who was planning to be on the boat and 

who was not on the boat when it left the dock the following 

morning. Rebeiro didn’t see the C.M. depart. He was home by six. 

He knows the man was with Corrigan on the evening of the 

thirteenth. He does not know whether the man went out on the 

fourteenth.” Hamilton ate. “He described him as broadly built, 

perhaps six feet, dark hair going gray, wearing a quilted vest 

over a flannel shirt.” 

The description arrived and I took a moment to understand 

why it arrived with weight. “Fitch,” I said. “The description of 

how Fitch was dressed when Reyes found him.” 

“Quilted vest over flannel. Yes. The description is generic 

enough to apply to half the working men on the Cape. But Rebeiro 

is certain the man was not Voss and was not a face he recognized, 

and the clothing and the physical type are consistent with Fitch 

at the age of forty-five.” He paused. “Which would mean that 

Fitch was at the fuel dock on the evening of the thirteenth with 

Corrigan, and that the trial record, which lists Fitch as a 

passenger who joined the boat the following morning, may not be 

the complete account.” 

I thought about the letter in Catherine Fitch’s hand. The 

four words on the card. Witnesses are not responsible for what 

they witness. She had written it for a man who had told the truth 

at trial, or believed he had, and who had nonetheless carried 
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something that required the inscription to bear. The two things 

were not inconsistent if what Fitch had been carrying was not the 

weight of dishonest testimony but the weight of incomplete 

testimony: a man who had answered every question truthfully and 

had still left something out, because the thing he had left out 

was a thing he had not been asked and was a thing he did not know 

how to offer without a question to receive it. 

“He was there the night before,” I said. “And he didn’t 

mention it at trial.” 

“He may not have been asked. The trial record shows he was 

questioned about his presence on the boat on the morning of the 

fourteenth and about what he witnessed from the moment of his 

boarding. The evening before may not have been within the scope 

of the questions he was asked.” Hamilton pushed his plate back. 

“Or he was asked and answered in a way that is not fully captured 

by the transcript, which covers only what was spoken in the 

courtroom and not the fuller context of what people knew and 

chose not to say. These are different possibilities and I don’t 

know yet which is correct.” He stood. “I want to talk to the 

defense attorney who handled the trial. Not the petition 

attorney—the original defense. If the attorney is still 

practicing and if attorney-client privilege can be navigated, I 

want to know what questions were asked of Fitch in preparation 

for his testimony and what answers Fitch gave that the attorney 

may or may not have chosen to use.” 

“That’s a narrow path,” I said. Attorney-client privilege 

protects the preparation sessions, not just the courtroom 
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testimony, and a defense attorney cannot typically be compelled 

to discuss what a witness told them in confidence even twenty 

years later. 

“Corrigan was the client,” Hamilton said. “Not Fitch. Fitch 

was a witness for the defense. The privilege that applies to his 

conversations with Corrigan’s attorney is Corrigan’s privilege, 

not Fitch’s. And Corrigan can waive it.” He was already at the 

door. “I’ll call him tonight.” 

He went. I sat at the table with the dinner dishes and 

thought about the architecture of what we had built in four days. 

The structure had the quality that the best investigations 

produce: each element arriving not at random but in the order 

that made the next element receivable. If we had found the 

November log entry before speaking to Tavares, the entry would 

have been a fact without context. If we had spoken to Corrigan 

before reading the trial record, we would have had a man’s 

account without the institutional account that the man’s account 

needed to be read against. If we had found Rebeiro before finding 

the trap log, his memory of the man at the fuel dock would have 

had nowhere to land. The sequence mattered. This is always true 

of an investigation, and it is one of the things that makes the 

work feel, on good days, like something closer to a discovery 

than a construction: the sense that the facts were always there 

in their correct relationship, waiting for an observer who 

approached them in the right order. 

I thought about Fitch at the fuel dock on the evening of the 

thirteenth. A man helping with the fuel line, talking to Corrigan 
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for ten minutes in the purposeful conversation of two men 

preparing for a day’s work on the water. Going aboard the C.M. 

and staying the night at Corrigan’s house and being on the boat 

when it left in the dark of November 14th. Seeing everything that 

happened in the hours before the storm came in. And then 

testifying to what he was asked and leaving the rest—the full 

evening, the atmosphere, the quality of the morning’s 

preparation—unreturned to, because no one asked for it and he did 

not know how to offer it unprompted. 

Catherine had written the double truth. Fitch had not lied. 

He had answered every question asked of him with the truth as he 

understood it. And he had spent twenty years with the letter on 

the back of the frame in the shed, because the truth as he had 

given it was not the same thing as the full truth that the 

situation had required and that he had not known how to provide. 

 

Saturday morning. The Cape in the last week of September 

with the first real edge of autumn in the air: not cold exactly 

but cool in the particular way that requires making a decision 

about one’s jacket rather than simply putting it on or leaving it 

off. The scrub oak at the edge of the bluff had begun its 

transition, the leaves going from green to a tawny brown-gold 

that in morning light gives the Point its most concentrated 

version of the season’s color. The terns were still on Monomoy in 

reduced numbers; Clara had noted the previous morning that the 

counts were declining by about fifteen percent per week as the 

migration gathered pace. The ospreys remained. The left-hand bird 
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remained, still working the near bar with her compensated 

approach, still hunting with a success rate that Hamilton had 

been recording in his field notebook since May and that showed, 

over five months of observation, a kill rate essentially equal to 

the uninjured birds on the same bar. 

He had noted this in the field notebook without comment, and 

I had read it over his shoulder without comment, and neither of 

us had said the obvious thing, which is that a creature can 

sustain a significant structural impairment and learn to work 

within its limitations so thoroughly that the impairment becomes 

simply part of its method rather than a reduction of it. Some 

observations require no annotation. 

Clara opened the evidence container at eight o’clock. 

Hamilton and I were in the outbuilding, which Clara permitted 

when she was doing work she wanted witnessed. She did not always 

want witnesses; there were phases of her work that required the 

silence of undivided attention, and when she was in those phases 

she closed the outbuilding door and we understood to stay out. 

But the initial examination of a significant piece of evidence 

she often wanted recorded by someone whose account was not her 

own, on the grounds that two independent records of an 

examination’s findings are better than one, and that the 

existence of two records limits the scope of any future challenge 

to the findings. 

The container was a standard evidence box, sealed at the 

evidence storage facility with two tamper-evident seals, both 

intact. Clara photographed both seals before cutting them. She 
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photographed the interior of the box before touching its 

contents. Then she removed the harness. 

It was smaller than I had imagined. I had been constructing 

a mental image of the object from the trial record’s descriptions 

and from what I knew of commercial fishing safety gear generally, 

and what I had constructed was larger and more substantial than 

what lay on Clara’s examination surface. A safety harness for 

commercial work is not an elaborate construction: a webbing belt, 

shoulder straps, a chest connection, and at the chest connection 

a load-bearing clip of the carabiner type designed for quick 

release under load. The entire assembly, folded, fit within a 

thirty-centimeter square. It had been stored in a sealed inner 

bag within the evidence box, and the bag had maintained its 

integrity over twenty-one years of storage. 

The nitrogen storage had done its work. The synthetic 

webbing was brittle at the fold lines but structurally intact. 

The steel hardware—the D-ring at the back, the adjustment buckles 

at the shoulders—showed surface oxidation at the raw metal edges 

but no structural compromise. And the clip, which was the object 

of the examination, was present, intact, still attached to the 

chest connection point where Thomas Voss had worn it on the 

morning of November 14th. 

Clara looked at it for a long time before touching it. 

I have watched Clara work many times over a decade and I 

have come to understand the quality of her pre-contact attention: 

it is the attention of someone who is reading an object’s story 

from its surface before the examination instruments can speak, 
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not to form a conclusion but to orient the examination toward the 

questions the object itself is asking. She holds a kind of 

conversation with the thing she is about to examine in which the 

thing does most of the talking and Clara listens. The listening 

looks like stillness. It is not stillness; it is a very rapid and 

very comprehensive form of observation that her training has made 

automatic enough to be invisible. 

She looked at the clip. At the gate mechanism. At the 

surface of the gate at the load point. 

Then she set up the stereomicroscope at the lowest 

magnification, positioned the clip beneath it, and began. 

 

What followed occupied four hours. I will not describe the 

full process, because the full process is the domain of Clara’s 

methodology and not the domain of this account, which is the 

account of what the process produced and what it meant. But I 

will describe enough to make the meaning legible, because the 

meaning cannot be understood without at least the outline of the 

method. 

The clip in question was a quick-release safety carabiner of 

the type used in commercial fishing safety harnesses from the 

mid-1990s through the early 2000s. The quick-release mechanism 

was a gate that could be opened by a particular combination of 

inward pressure and upward rotation of the gate’s base, a design 

intended to allow rapid release by a person being recovered from 

the water. The design required a deliberate two-step motion, 

which the manufacturer had argued made accidental release 
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unlikely. The recall notice, issued afterward, described a 

manufacturing variance in a specific production run that had 

produced clips in which the gate’s load-bearing spring had 

insufficient tension, making the mechanism susceptible to 

unintended release under high dynamic loading conditions: 

specifically, the sudden application of a high-mass load, as 

would occur when a person at the end of a tether fell into a 

moving sea. 

Harmon’s original examination had used an optical microscope 

at twenty-times magnification to examine the gate surface and had 

found deformation at the contact points consistent with manual 

operation: the marks that a human thumb and index finger leave on 

the gate surface when applying the required two-step force. He 

had concluded, from this, that the gate had been opened manually. 

The defense expert had used the same instrumentation and found 

the same deformation but had attributed it to impact forces 

during Voss’s fall. 

Clara used a scanning electron microscope at variable 

magnification from two hundred to two thousand times, combined 

with X-ray fluorescence spectroscopy on the gate surface. These 

instruments had not been available to either Harmon or the 

defense expert at the time in the form Clara was using them: the 

SEM technique for analyzing micro-scale surface deformation in 

polymer-coated metal components had been developed in its current 

form in the intervening years, and the XRF analysis she used to 

identify the specific chemical composition of the surface 

deposits at the contact points was a methodology that had not 
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been applied to this type of forensic question at the time of the 

original examination. 

She worked through the gate surface in quadrants, recording 

the deformation pattern at each magnification level, noting the 

morphology of the deformation and the presence or absence of 

organic deposits at the contact points. She photographed each 

quadrant at each magnification. She measured the depth and radius 

of the surface deformation at six specific locations that she had 

identified as the primary load-bearing zones. She ran the XRF 

analysis on three of those zones and recorded the spectral data. 

Hamilton watched from the bench opposite, not speaking, not 

moving, with the particular quality of stillness he reserves for 

examinations conducted by other people whose competence he 

respects. He has told me, on the two or three occasions we have 

discussed this, that he stays in the room during Clara’s 

examinations not to supervise or to second-guess but to be 

present for the finding’s emergence, because the moment a finding 

emerges from a correct examination is one of the few occasions in 

this kind of work when the truth is unambiguous. Most of what we 

do is inference and argument: the evidence suggests, the pattern 

indicates, the conclusion is consistent with. But a finding from 

a correct instrument applied correctly to the right material is 

just: this is what is here. The truth in unambiguous form is rare 

and he does not want to miss it. 

I understood this. I sat on the bench beside him and wrote 

and waited. 
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At noon Clara straightened from the microscope and looked at 

us. 

“The deformation pattern at the primary load-bearing zones 

is not consistent with manual operation,” she said. 

The outbuilding was quiet. Outside, the wind had come up 

from the southwest and the salt pond was making more sound than 

it had in the morning. 

“Tell me,” Hamilton said. 

“Manual operation of this specific gate mechanism requires 

the application of a two-step force at two specific contact 

points. The force required is sufficient to produce a 

characteristic deformation morphology: a combination of localized 

compression at the contact surface and a lateral smear pattern 

produced by the rotational component of the gate-opening motion. 

The lateral smear is distinctive. It has a directionality that is 

specific to the manual operation sequence and that is 

reproducible: every time a human hand opens this gate correctly, 

the smear runs in the same direction because the hand can only 

apply the rotational force in one direction relative to the 

mechanism.” She looked at the microscope. “There is no lateral 

smear at either contact point. The deformation that is present is 

radial: it radiates from the center of the contact zone outward 

in a pattern consistent with a single high-magnitude compressive 

force applied perpendicular to the gate surface. Not a two-step 

rotational motion. A single compressive impact.” 

“Consistent with the dynamic load of a falling body reaching 

the end of a tether,” Hamilton said. 
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“Consistent with that, yes. And consistent with the failure 

mode described in the recall notice, in which the spring-loaded 

gate releases under a high dynamic load without the manual two-

step operation.” She removed her examination gloves. “Harmon’s 

finding described deformation consistent with manual operation. 

He was looking at the correct zones. He identified real 

deformation. But the methodology he used then did not permit the 

resolution required to distinguish between the radial compressive 

pattern and the directional smear. At twenty-times optical 

magnification, both patterns can look like ’deformation at the 

contact points.’ At two hundred to two thousand times, the 

difference is unambiguous.” She paused. “I cannot say Harmon was 

wrong in the sense of lying. I can say the tool he used was not 

fine enough for the question he was answering, and the conclusion 

he expressed with the confidence of a man who had seen what he 

was looking for is a conclusion the evidence does not support.” 

I had been writing since she began, and I continued writing 

while the sentence settled. The conclusion the evidence does not 

support. Twenty-one years of a man’s life resting on a finding 

that a different instrument, applied two decades later, had found 

to be the product of an insufficient methodology. Not fraud. Not 

deliberate falsification. Simply a man with a twenty-times 

optical microscope at the time looking at a surface that required 

two-thousand-times electron microscopy to read correctly, and 

finding what he expected to find because the instrument he had 

gave him just enough resolution to see the deformation and not 

enough to see its nature. 
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I thought about Corrigan at the boat yard table, his hands 

around his cup, saying: I am not a lawyer and I am not a 

detective. I am a man who spent eight years in prison for 

something I did not do and who has been trying for twelve years 

to get someone to look at the evidence properly. 

Someone had now looked at the evidence properly. 

“The XRF,” Hamilton said. “The chemical analysis of the 

contact zone deposits.” 

“The XRF found lubricant residue at the primary contact 

zones. A petroleum-based lubricant consistent with the 

maintenance compound used on this clip model. The lubricant is 

present in the zone in a pattern consistent with normal wear from 

repeated legitimate use of the mechanism—clipping and unclipping 

in the course of ordinary safety harness use. There is no foreign 

organic material at the contact zones. If a human hand had opened 

this gate under the conditions required for deliberate 

manipulation—sufficient force, the required two-step motion—there 

would be trace organic material from the skin surface: sebaceous 

compounds, amino acid derivatives, the specific biochemical 

signature of a human hand in physical contact with a metal 

surface under pressure.” She looked at Hamilton. “There is none. 

The contact zones are clean except for the lubricant.” 

“No hand opened it,” Hamilton said. 

“No hand opened it.” 

He stood. He went to the microscope and looked through the 

eyepiece at the gate surface, not to second-guess Clara’s reading 

but because Hamilton looks at evidence directly when it is 
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available to be seen, as a matter of professional practice and as 

a matter of personal respect for the thing that has been found. 

He looked for perhaps a minute. Then he straightened. 

“Document everything,” he said. “Photographs, data, 

methodology notes, the complete XRF spectral record. I want a 

written report that a forensic expert witness can use in a court 

proceeding, and I want it to include an explicit comparison with 

Harmon’s methodology and a specific statement about the 

resolution limits of the instruments available in back then.” 

“I’ll have it by Monday,” Clara said. 

“Monday.” He looked at the harness on the examination 

surface. At the clip. At the small, ordinary object that had been 

in storage for twenty-one years carrying a man’s freedom and a 

dead man’s silence and a verdict that was not wrong in the way 

that verdicts are wrong when everyone involved is acting in bad 

faith, but wrong in the way that verdicts are wrong when 

institutions use the best tools they have and the best tools they 

have are not good enough. “Thank you, Clara.” 

She nodded, and turned back to the microscope to begin the 

documentation, and Hamilton and I went out into the September 

noon. 

 

We stood for a moment on the path between the outbuilding 

and the house, in the wind that had come up from the southwest. 

The salt pond was running small whitecaps that had not been there 

in the morning. The left-hand bird had moved from the near bar to 

a higher perch on the dead snag above the marsh, sitting with her 
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back to the wind in the manner of raptors that have made their 

peace with weather. 

“We need to call Corrigan,” I said. 

“Not yet.” Hamilton looked at the pond. “The finding is real 

and the report will be thorough and what can be done with it in a 

legal context is Corrigan’s decision with the help of competent 

legal counsel. But before we call him I want to understand the 

complete picture on the Fitch side of this. The finding 

establishes a potential motive for anyone who had an interest in 

the original conviction. It does not tell us who killed Fitch.” 

He turned toward the house. “Rebeiro’s description of the man at 

the fuel dock. The quilted vest over the flannel shirt. The man 

who was with Corrigan on the evening of the thirteenth and who 

may or may not have been on the boat on the fourteenth.” 

“Fitch at the fuel dock.” 

“Possibly. Or a fourth party who was planning to go out and 

did not. In either case, Corrigan will know. He will know whether 

Fitch was with him at the dock that evening, and he will know 

whether there was a fourth person and who that person was.” He 

paused at the house door. “I didn’t ask him yesterday because I 

didn’t have Rebeiro’s account yet. I had the picture but not the 

particular question. Now I have the question.” 

He went inside. I stayed on the path for a moment, looking 

at the pond and the bird on the snag and the salt marsh beyond. 

The case, as I had written in the skiff two nights before, was 

two cases: the murder and the wrongful conviction. Clara had now 

resolved the central question of the conviction. The murder 
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remained, and the murder’s resolution required understanding the 

connection between the two cases more precisely than we currently 

understood it. The finding gave us the motive in principle: 

anyone who had an interest in the Corrigan conviction remaining 

intact had a motive to silence a witness who was being approached 

for a new account. But principle is not person. We still needed 

the person. 

The wind picked up from the southwest and the pond ran its 

whitecaps and the bird on the snag shifted her weight and 

adjusted her wings and settled again into patience. 

 

Hamilton called Corrigan at two o’clock from the study. I 

was in the kitchen writing and could hear Hamilton’s voice 

through the wall in the register of a man conducting a focused 

conversation with a particular question in mind, the voice lower 

and more deliberate than it is in general conversation. He spoke 

for about twenty minutes. When he came into the kitchen he had 

his notebook and he put it on the table and sat across from me. 

“Fitch was at the dock on the evening of the thirteenth,” he 

said. “Corrigan confirmed it. Fitch had come over from Chatham 

that afternoon to help Corrigan with a repair to the C.M.’s trap 

hauler, which had been running rough for a week. They worked on 

the boat through the afternoon and then fueled it at the dock as 

part of the preparation for the following morning. Rebeiro’s 

fourth man was Fitch.” 
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“And the morning of the fourteenth. Fitch was listed in the 

trial record as having boarded the boat at the dock at five-

thirty AM.” 

“Corrigan says Fitch was not at the dock at five-thirty. 

Fitch had driven over from Chatham the previous afternoon and had 

stayed at Corrigan’s house overnight. He was already aboard when 

the boat left the dock. He was not observed boarding because he 

was already there.” Hamilton looked at his notebook. “This is not 

a significant discrepancy in terms of what happened on the water. 

But it is a discrepancy between the trial record and the actual 

sequence of events, and it suggests that the picture the 

prosecution built of the morning—Corrigan and Voss alone on the 

boat at the dock in the early morning, time and opportunity for 

whatever the prosecution suggested happened—was based on a 

simplified account of the evening and morning that omitted 

Fitch’s presence during the critical preparation hours.” 

“Fitch was there through the evening and the night and the 

morning,” I said. “He saw everything.” 

“Everything that happened on the dock and in the hours 

before the boat left. The argument between Corrigan and Voss the 

previous evening—whether it was as characterized by the 

prosecution’s witnesses, whether it was resolved, whether the 

atmosphere on the boat in the morning was what a man planning 

violence would have produced or what a man preparing for a day’s 

work would have produced. Fitch saw all of it.” Hamilton paused. 

“And he was not asked about it at trial. His testimony was scoped 

to the boat and the morning on the water. No one asked him what 
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the evening had been like, or what the atmosphere on the dock had 

been at dawn, or whether there was any indication in Corrigan’s 

behavior in the hours before the departure of the intention the 

prosecution was attributing to him.” 

“Because asking would have opened a door the defense wasn’t 

sure it could control,” I said. It was a prosecutorial and 

defense logic I had encountered in medical contexts too, in a 

different form: the physician who doesn’t order the test because 

the result might complicate the management plan. “If Fitch’s full 

account included the argument the night before, the defense might 

have decided his testimony was more dangerous than useful.” 

“Possibly. I will ask the original defense attorney when I 

reach him. He’s retired, living in Falmouth, and Corrigan is 

going to call him today to release him from any privilege 

obligations he feels. But the particular question—what Fitch was 

prepared to say and what the defense decided to elicit from him—

may explain why Fitch’s testimony was as narrow as it was.” 

Hamilton closed his notebook. “In the meantime, Corrigan told me 

one more thing. He told me that there was a man who was not at 

the dock on the evening of the thirteenth but who was expected at 

the dock that evening and who did not come. A man named Roy 

Steele, who had been Corrigan’s sternman for two seasons and who 

had been invited to go out the following morning. Steele sent a 

message through a mutual friend late in the afternoon saying he 

was not coming. He gave no reason. He simply did not come.” 

I wrote the name. “Steele.” 
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“Corrigan did not see Steele again after November. He left 

the Chatham waterfront sometime in that winter, before the trial. 

Corrigan assumed he had moved on to fishing in another port, 

which happens. He did not testify at the trial. He was not listed 

as a prosecution witness or a defense witness. He appears in the 

case record only as a name in Corrigan’s statement to the police 

in the immediate aftermath: Corrigan listed his regular crew 

members and Steele was among them, noted as having been invited 

for the November 14th trip and having declined.” Hamilton paused. 

“Corrigan does not know where Steele is now. He has not looked. 

He told me the name because I asked whether there was anyone 

connected to the C.M. in that period who had reason to know the 

morning’s plans and who had made a last-minute decision not to 

participate.” 

“A man who was expected and who stayed off the boat,” I 

said. “And then disappeared from the waterfront.” 

“A man who, if he had been on the boat, would have been a 

second eyewitness to whatever happened on the water. Who chose 

not to be.” Hamilton looked at the window. “I want to find Roy 

Steele.” 

 

I gave the name to Noyes at three o’clock. She ran it 

through the state systems in under an hour and called back with a 

current address: Roy Steele, sixty-one years old, living on 

Meadow Lane in Brewster, listed as a self-employed marine 

contractor. He had a Barnstable County driver’s license, current, 

and a registered vessel—a twenty-foot center-console outboard 
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registered to his home address. He had no criminal record. He had 

been paying Massachusetts income tax since 1989, with a gap of 

four years during which no state tax record existed—the years 

that coincided, I noted when I looked at the timeline, with the 

period immediately following the Corrigan trial. Four years 

during which he was, officially, nowhere. 

Hamilton looked at the registration for the vessel. He 

looked at it for a long time. 

“A twenty-foot center-console outboard,” he said. 

“Registered to Brewster.” 

“A working vessel,” I said. “Consistent with Clara’s cleat 

finding. A smaller vessel, lower freeboard than Fitch’s lobster 

boat.” 

“A man who knew the Monomoy passage and the Allen Point 

marsh because he had worked this water for years before that 

November and who, if he has been working it continuously since 

his return, would have twenty years of current knowledge of every 

tidal channel in this system.” Hamilton set the paper down. “And 

a man who had a reason to ensure that whatever conversation 

Corrigan and Fitch were building toward never happened.” 

I thought about this. “What reason?” 

“That is the question I don’t have the answer to yet. But a 

man who was expected on a boat on a morning and who chose not to 

be on it and who then disappeared from the waterfront for four 

years has a reason. Whatever that reason is, it was sufficient to 

keep him off the water that day and sufficient to make him 

invisible for four years after the trial. A man who carries a 
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reason like that for twenty-one years and who knows that Corrigan 

has been making calls and that a renewed petition is possible—

that man has a motive that may be sharper and more personal than 

a judge protecting a conviction.” Hamilton stood. “A judge who 

tried the case has professional and reputational stakes in the 

original verdict. A man who chose not to be on a boat on a 

particular morning and who spent four years away from the 

community after the trial has something different. He has a 

secret.” 

The word landed in the kitchen with the particular weight of 

words that have been building toward their arrival for several 

days. I wrote it in the notebook and looked at what I had 

written. 

“We don’t go to Steele tonight,” Hamilton said. “I want 

Noyes with us and I want to know more about those four years 

before we sit across from him. A man who has been carrying a 

secret for twenty-one years needs to be approached from a 

position of knowledge rather than suspicion. If we arrive with 

suspicion and he senses it, he will manage the conversation and 

we will learn nothing. If we arrive with knowledge—or with the 

specific appearance of knowledge—the management becomes harder.” 

“What kind of knowledge?” 

“Where he was over those years. And whether his vessel has 

been in these waters in the past month.” He picked up his phone 

to call Noyes. Then he paused. “And one more thing. The C.M. in 

the Harwich boat yard. Corrigan has been maintaining that boat 

for twenty years. It is not operational—it has not been in the 
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water in years—but it is maintained. I want to know whether 

Steele would have known where the boat was. Whether there is any 

reason Corrigan’s efforts to rehabilitate his case would have 

been visible to someone who knew the Harwich waterfront.” 

“Word travels on waterfronts,” I said. 

“Word travels on waterfronts,” Hamilton agreed. “And a man 

named Roy Steele who has been working as a marine contractor in 

Brewster for the past seventeen years would know the Harwich boat 

yard. He would know people who know Corrigan. He would know, if 

anyone in the network mentioned it, that Corrigan had been making 

calls.” He dialed Noyes. 

I looked out the kitchen window. The light was in its late 

afternoon configuration now, the horizontal September light 

pressing hard against the salt pond’s surface and making the 

whitecaps into points of brightness that moved south with the 

southwest wind. Mary’s garden was visible through the kitchen 

window, the last of the season’s tomatoes still on the vine, the 

herb garden cut back to its autumn proportions. The bees were 

still working it, moving from the rosemary to the late lavender 

in the purposeful way of bees that know the season is ending and 

are making the most of the available time. 

I thought about the harness in Clara’s outbuilding, 

documented and resealed, its twenty-one-year silence finally 

broken by instruments that had not existed when it was first 

examined. I thought about Corrigan at his table and Tavares at 

the end of the pier and Fitch in the salt marsh and the Catherine 

Marie in the corner of the Harwich lot, maintained but unmoving, 
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waiting for something that Corrigan had been trying to produce 

for twelve years. 

And I thought about Roy Steele on Meadow Lane in Brewster, 

in a house I had not seen, carrying something he had been 

carrying since before the trial, since before the morning on the 

water, since before whatever had made him send a message through 

a mutual friend saying he wasn’t coming after all. 

The case was not finished. But it was close enough to 

finished that I could feel the shape of its conclusion, the way 

you feel the shape of a sentence before you know the words it 

will use. The chapter was not over. But the chapter was turning. 

That evening, over dinner, Hamilton and I told Mary and 

Clara what we had. We do this at the end of each significant day 

of a case, not as a briefing exactly but as a conversation in 

which all four perspectives are available to the material. Mary 

asks different questions than Hamilton or I ask; her questions 

come from the register of a physician who is thinking about why 

people do things rather than what people did, which is a 

different and often more illuminating register. Clara asks 

questions from the register of a scientist who is thinking about 

what the evidence can and cannot support, which functions as a 

useful check on the inferences that accumulate over the course of 

a working day. 

Mary listened to the account of Roy Steele—the name, the 

four-year absence, the current vessel registration, Hamilton’s 

theory about the secret—and said, “He stayed off the boat because 

he knew something was going to happen.” 
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Hamilton looked at her. 

“Not necessarily that Voss was going to die,” she said. “But 

that something was going to happen that he did not want to be 

present for. The argument the night before, the atmosphere on the 

waterfront, something he had heard or seen. He didn’t want to 

witness it.” She paused. “And then it happened, and it was worse 

than he anticipated, and he spent four years trying to be 

somewhere else.” 

“Which means he might know what the atmosphere on the C.M. 

was in the period leading up to November 14th,” I said. 

“He might know what he was afraid was going to happen. 

Whether what he was afraid of was what actually happened is a 

different question.” She picked up her fork. “But a man who 

stayed off a boat because he was afraid of what might happen and 

who then watched from a distance as the thing he was afraid of 

apparently did happen—that man carries not just a secret but a 

specific guilt. The guilt of the person who knew enough to be 

afraid and chose not to act on the knowing.” 

Clara said, “Or the man who was told something he was not 

supposed to know and who stayed off the boat because the knowing 

itself was dangerous.” 

Both possibilities sat on the table. They were not mutually 

exclusive. A man could be afraid of what he knew and guilty about 

not acting on it, simultaneously. 

“When do you go to him?” Mary asked. 

“Monday,” Hamilton said. “After Clara’s report is complete. 

I want the full forensic documentation in hand before I sit 
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across from Steele, because if he is the man who came alongside 

Fitch’s boat and if he understands what an examination of the 

trial harness has produced, the documentation is the specific 

evidence he will be managing around. I want to be able to show 

him what we have.” 

“And if he is not the man who killed Fitch.” 

“If he is not, then he is a witness. And the documentation 

is still relevant because it describes the finding that someone 

with a stake in the Corrigan conviction wanted to prevent from 

becoming a finding. Whether that someone is Steele or Fenn or a 

person we have not yet identified, the harness report is the 

center of the case.” He looked at Clara. “The report needs to be 

irrefutable.” 

“The report will be irrefutable,” Clara said, with the 

quality of confidence that is not self-promotion but simple 

professional accuracy. It is the quality I have always found most 

reassuring in the people who do this kind of work: the confidence 

that comes not from certainty about the outcome but from 

certainty about the method. 

I thought about one more thing at that dinner table, and it 

is a thing I wrote in my notebook not as an analytical 

observation but as a personal one, which is unusual for me. I 

wrote: the four of us have been working together in this house 

for four months and the thing I notice most, in those months, is 

that the work does not diminish any of us individually. Clara is 

more herself at Allen Point than she was at Fort Point Channel, 

because the quality of the environment here answers something in 
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her that the urban lab did not. Mary is more herself because the 

community she is serving here requires the whole range of her 

attention rather than the portion that a specialist practice 

permits. Hamilton is more himself because the Cape asks questions 

that reward his particular way of working: the long observation, 

the tidal patience, the reading of landscape as text. And I am 

more myself because I have found, in the rhythms of this house 

and this peninsula, the particular kind of time that writing 

requires: not the stolen hours of the Pinckney Street life, 

squeezed between consultations and cases and the demands of a 

city practice, but the long unhurried hours that the Cape’s 

calendar provides in its off-season generosity, hours in which 

the journal can be written properly and the account can breathe. 

I did not share this observation at the table. It was the 

kind of thing that does not need to be said to the people it 

concerns because they are living it. But I wrote it, because 

writing is how I know what I think, and knowing what I think is 

how I can continue to be useful in the work that requires all 

four of us to think clearly. 

After dinner I walked the bluff path in the dark. The 

southwest wind had eased and the sound was quiet, the whitecaps 

gone, the water running its tidal current in the channel below 

without the agitation of the afternoon. The lights on the outer 

Cape were visible to the south, the lighthouse at Chatham Harbor 

blinking its count, the running lights of a vessel somewhere off 

the point moving north. Above, the sky was full in the way of a 

Cape autumn night after wind, the Milky Way visible in the east, 



Gael / The Long Tide / 119 

 

the stars of the season—Pegasus, Andromeda, the Pleiades rising—

doing their slow work across the dark. 

I stood at the top of the bluff path and looked down at the 

marsh. In the dark I could hear the channel running and the grass 

moving and nothing else. Three days ago Fitch had been in that 

marsh. Three days and a lifetime ago, the way the time 

immediately following a violent death always seems both very 

recent and very far. The man who had put him there was in 

Brewster, possibly, in a house on Meadow Lane, asleep or awake, 

carrying his twenty-one-year secret into one more night without 

knowing that Monday was coming. 

I went back inside. I wrote for an hour. I went to bed. 

The wind came back before dawn from a new direction, 

northeast now, the season’s second signature after the southwest, 

and in the morning the sound was gray and running hard and the 

terns on Monomoy were working the chop in the specific joyful 

manner of seabirds in good fishing conditions, diving and rising 

and diving again, each dive an act of commitment and each rise a 

confirmation that the commitment had been correctly placed. I 

watched them from the study window before I came downstairs, 

because there are mornings on the Cape when the day’s first 

business is simply to look at what is out there and acknowledge 

that it is extraordinary, and that acknowledgment costs nothing 

and returns more than anything else the morning has available. 

The work would resume on Monday. For now, the sound ran its 

gray and the birds worked their chop and the harness sat in its 

sealed evidence container on Clara’s examination bench, its 
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secret finally told to the instruments that had been patient 

enough, and fine enough, and twenty-one years late enough, to 

receive it. 
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Chapter Five 

“Meadow Lane” 

 

Clara’s report was on the kitchen table at seven Monday 

morning, printed and organized in the manner of her reports 

generally: a brief executive summary, a methodology section, a 

findings section with supporting photographs and spectral data, 

and a conclusions section that stated explicitly what the 

evidence supported and what it did not support and where the 

boundary between the two lay. The report ran to twenty-two pages. 

The executive summary ran to one page and was written in language 

that a non-specialist could follow without misunderstanding, 

which is the rarest and most valuable skill in forensic 

communication and one that Clara has developed over years of 

having her findings misread by people whose training did not 

equip them to read them correctly. 

Hamilton read it standing at the counter with his coffee. He 

turned pages at intervals that told me he was reading with full 

attention rather than skimming: the intervals between pages were 

consistent and deliberate, neither rushing nor pausing to 

reconsider, the rhythm of a mind moving through material at the 

pace the material requires. When he finished he set the report 

down and picked up his cup. 

“It will hold,” he said. 

“In court.” 

“In any proceeding where it’s submitted. The methodology is 

documented to a standard that cannot be challenged on grounds of 
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procedure, and the finding is stated with the precision of 

someone who knows exactly where the evidence stops. She does not 

overreach. The report says what the surface evidence shows and 

does not claim to say what caused the gate-release failure or 

what Harmon knew back then. It says only that the surface 

evidence is inconsistent with manual operation and consistent 

with a high-dynamic-load release, and that the methodological 

tools available back then were insufficient to distinguish 

between the two patterns. That is exactly what the report should 

say and nothing more.” He put the report in his document case. 

“We go to Brewster.” 

Noyes would meet us there. She had arranged for a uniformed 

deputy to be available nearby without being visible from the 

house, which was the same operational arrangement we had used 

with Corrigan: the law enforcement presence that provides 

authority without performing it, close enough to matter and far 

enough not to contaminate the conversation. Hamilton had asked 

her not to contact Steele in advance. He did not want Steele to 

have time to prepare. The difference between a man who has been 

living with a secret for twenty-one years and a man who has been 

given twelve hours to decide what version of it to present is a 

difference that matters, and Hamilton understood it. 

I had been thinking about Roy Steele since Saturday. I had 

spent parts of Sunday in the specific cognitive state that 

follows the identification of a significant unknown in a case: 

not anxious, exactly, but alert in the way that a physician is 

alert when a patient’s presentation does not fully conform to any 
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diagnosis the physician has seen before. Steele was an unknown in 

the particular sense that his role in the events of November was 

not yet characterizable. He had been expected on a boat and had 

not gone. He had disappeared for four years. He had returned and 

made a life as a marine contractor and had registered a vessel 

and paid his taxes and had not, as far as any record indicated, 

done anything that required official attention. These facts 

supported several different characterizations of his role, and I 

had been holding all of them without committing to any, in the 

way Hamilton had taught me by example over eleven years to hold 

unknowns: loosely, attentively, without the premature 

organization that forecloses the discovery of the actual thing. 

Mary had packed a thermos of coffee for the drive. This is a 

thing she does when she understands we are going somewhere that 

will require sustained attention, which is a form of care that is 

practical rather than sentimental and that I have come to find 

one of the most reliable expressions of her understanding of the 

work. She handed me the thermos at the door without comment and 

went back to her kitchen, and Hamilton and I drove west on 28 in 

the October morning. 

 

Meadow Lane in Brewster is a short road running north from 

Route 6A through a scrub oak woodlot to a neighborhood of small 

Cape houses set on half-acre lots with the domestic modesty of 

the year-round Cape community: not poor, not prosperous, 

functional in the way of people who have organized their lives 

around what the work requires rather than what the appearance of 
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the work might suggest. The houses had been built in the 1970s 

and 1980s, mostly, the architectural style of that period on the 

Cape being a practical Cape colonial that offers the maximum 

interior volume per dollar of construction cost and that sits in 

the landscape without pretension. The yards were used rather than 

displayed. A vegetable garden, gone to its autumn remnants, 

occupied most of the side yard of the house on the left. A 

collection of boat trailers in various states of repair stood 

behind the house on the right. The sound of a table saw came from 

somewhere behind the tree line to the north. 

Number fourteen was at the end of the lane, backing onto the 

woodlot. A pickup truck with a ladder rack sat in the drive: the 

truck of a marine contractor, the bed carrying the organized 

clutter of active work. A center-console outboard on a single-

axle trailer was visible beside the garage, its hull clean, its 

motor covered for storage. Twenty feet long. A working vessel for 

a man who worked on the water. 

Noyes was parked at the entrance to the lane in an unmarked 

vehicle. She fell in behind us as we pulled to the end. 

Hamilton sat in the car for a moment before getting out, 

looking at the house with the close attention he gives to a 

location before he enters it. Not tactical exactly: 

observational. He was reading the property the way he had read 

Fitch’s shed and the Harwich boat yard and the salt marsh at 

night, establishing the geography of a space before moving 

through it. The house told him: a man who works hard with his 

hands, who maintains his tools, who has organized his life around 
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the practical requirements of the work rather than around the 

social performance of success. A man who has been here long 

enough to have made the place his, but who has not made it more 

than it needs to be. 

“He’ll be in the garage or the back yard,” Hamilton said. 

“At seven forty-five on a Monday morning a marine contractor is 

already working.” 

He was right. A side gate in the fence at the garage’s edge 

stood open, and we went through it into the back yard, where Roy 

Steele was at a sawhorse with a section of marine plywood and a 

circular saw, cutting replacement panels for what appeared to be 

a boat’s cockpit floor. He heard us before he saw us: the saw was 

off and he was measuring, and when the gate opened he looked up 

with the unhurried attention of a man who has worked in his back 

yard for long enough that people appearing through his gate 

requires only mild curiosity. 

He was sixty-one years old. A medium-sized man who had 

contracted inward over the years in the particular way of men who 

do physical work and who have learned to economize their effort: 

compact rather than large, his movements deliberate and 

efficient. His face had the Cape winter weather in it. His hands 

were a carpenter’s and a sailor’s simultaneously. He had dark 

eyes, still dark despite the gray in his hair, and those eyes 

assessed Hamilton and Noyes and me with the quality that I have 

come to associate with people who have spent a long time being 

careful about who they trust. 
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He looked at Noyes’s badge. He looked at Hamilton. He set 

down the measuring tape. 

“All right,” he said. The word had the quality of a man who 

has been expecting something for a long time and who, upon its 

arrival, finds he is almost relieved. 

 

We sat at a table in the back of the garage, because Steele 

offered it and because it was warmer than the yard and because 

the garage, with its organized walls of tools and its smell of 

wood dust and marine epoxy, was the kind of space in which a man 

who works with his hands is more comfortable than he would be in 

his kitchen. There is a psychology to the selection of a space 

for a difficult conversation, and I have learned to attend to it: 

a person is more likely to speak truthfully in the environment in 

which they are most themselves, and Steele was most himself here, 

among the evidence of his work and his competence. 

Hamilton placed the document case on the table but did not 

open it immediately. He introduced us. Noyes said she was the 

Barnstable County Sheriff’s captain overseeing a homicide 

investigation. Steele’s eyes moved from her face to Hamilton’s 

and stayed. 

“Ray Fitch,” he said. He said it in the same way Tavares had 

said it: not a question but a statement of understanding, the 

name supplied by the Cape’s information network before we 

arrived. 

“Yes,” Hamilton said. 



Gael / The Long Tide / 127 

 

“I heard he was found in the marsh.” Steele’s hands were 

flat on the workbench. “I heard it Friday. The Chatham network is 

fast.” 

“You knew Fitch.” 

“I knew Ray. Not well. Chatham and Harwich overlap on the 

water. I knew him from the docks.” He paused. “And from before.” 

“November.” 

Steele looked at the surface of the workbench. He was quiet 

for long enough that the sound of the neighbor’s table saw was 

clearly audible through the garage wall, a sound that rose and 

fell with the passage of each cut. 

“Yes,” he said. 

“You were Danny Corrigan’s sternman that season.” 

“For two seasons. one season and part of the next.” 

“You were invited to go out on November 14th and you 

declined.” 

“I sent a message that I wasn’t coming. Yes.” 

“That morning.” Hamilton’s voice had the quality it has when 

he is proceeding toward a specific destination and wants the 

person he is speaking with to understand that the destination is 

known even if the route has not yet been fully disclosed. Not 

threatening: simply certain. “A storm came in three hours ahead 

of forecast. Thomas Voss went overboard off Monomoy. He was not 

recovered. Daniel Corrigan was tried for manslaughter and 

convicted and served eight years.” He paused. “And you left the 

Cape.” 

“I relocated for a while.” 
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“For four years.” 

Steele looked at him. “Where are you going with this.” 

“I am going to tell you what we know and I would like you to 

tell me whether what we know is accurate.” Hamilton opened the 

document case and placed Clara’s report on the workbench. Not 

handing it to Steele: placing it, so that Steele could see it was 

a document and could see its cover page with Clara’s name and 

institutional affiliation and the date. “This is a forensic 

report examining the safety harness Thomas Voss was wearing when 

he went overboard. The examination was conducted last Saturday 

using instrumentation that was not available back then. The 

finding is that the harness’s quick-release mechanism was not 

opened manually. The deformation pattern on the gate surface is 

consistent with a high-dynamic-load release, consistent with the 

design defect described in the manufacturer’s recall notice 

issued afterward, and inconsistent with deliberate human 

manipulation.” He placed his hand flat on the report but did not 

push it toward Steele. “The finding means that the forensic basis 

of Daniel Corrigan’s conviction was incorrect. Not the verdict, 

necessarily—the verdict was the jury’s decision made on evidence 

available at the time—but the central forensic finding on which 

the prosecution built its case was produced by methodology 

insufficient to distinguish between the two failure modes.” 

Steele was looking at the report. He had not touched it. 

“Corrigan has been trying to reach Ray Fitch for the past 

two weeks,” Hamilton continued. “He wanted Fitch to give a fuller 

account of November 14th in support of a new petition. And Ray 
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Fitch is dead.” He let that sit for a moment. “I want to 

understand whether those two things are connected. And I believe 

you can help me understand it.” 

The table saw stopped somewhere in the woodlot. The garage 

was very quiet. 

Steele said, “If I tell you what I know, what happens to 

it.” 

“It becomes part of the official record of a homicide 

investigation and a post-conviction review proceeding. Whether it 

results in charges depends on what it is and what can be 

established from it. Whether it implicates you in anything 

criminal depends on what your role was.” Hamilton paused. “I 

cannot promise you immunity. I can tell you that a person who was 

used without full understanding of what they were being used for 

is in a different legal position than a person who participated 

with full knowledge of the intended outcome. The distinction 

matters.” 

Steele looked at his hands. He was doing the calculation 

that a man does when the thing he has been carrying for twenty-

one years has been named by someone else and the question is no 

longer whether it will be known but only how it will come to be 

known and what the knowing will produce. He was deciding whether 

Hamilton was the right instrument for what needed to be said. 

He decided. I watched the decision happen across his face, 

which was not a dramatic face and did not make drama of the 

decision. What happened was simpler than drama: a man who had 

been holding something alone for twenty-one years and who had 
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just been offered a reason to set it down, and who found, in the 

offering, that he was readier to set it down than he had known. 

Twenty-one years is a long time to carry a thing. The carrying 

had served the people who designed the arrangement, and those 

people had not thought much about what it cost the person doing 

the carrying, because that cost had never been the relevant 

consideration for them. 

I write this not because Steele said any of it. He did not. 

He gave what followed in factual language and left the interior 

accounting unspoken, as people do when it belongs to them alone. 

But a physician who has been observing people under pressure for 

thirty years reads the body as well as the words, and what I read 

in the moment before Steele began to speak was a man setting 

something down. 

“Two weeks before November 14th,” he said, “a man I didn’t 

know came to the Harwich dock and asked to speak with me 

privately. He said he was a legal consultant and that he was 

working on a matter that involved Danny Corrigan and Thomas Voss 

and a dispute about the season’s earnings. He said there was 

going to be a confrontation between them on the water and that if 

I was on the boat when it happened I might be put in the position 

of being a witness to something I didn’t want to witness. He said 

it would be better for me if I found a reason not to go out on a 

particular morning, and that the morning would be communicated to 

me in advance.” He looked at the report on the workbench. “Three 

days before November 14th he came back to the dock. He told me 

the morning was the 14th. He told me to send a message through a 
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mutual friend that I wasn’t coming. He gave me three hundred 

dollars, which at the time I told myself was reasonable payment 

for a lost day’s work. I told myself that was all it was. I did 

not know anyone was going to die.” 

I was writing. My pen was moving across the notebook page 

with the specific urgent precision of someone transcribing a 

primary source and aware that the primary source is speaking at a 

pace that can outrun the transcription if the transcription is 

not efficient. I write quickly. It is one of the practical skills 

the partnership has required me to develop. 

“What was the man’s name,” Hamilton said. 

“He gave me a name. I don’t know if it was his real name. He 

said Hollis. He was in his mid-forties, I would say. Well dressed 

for a waterfront. Brown hair, medium build, professional manner. 

He carried himself like a man who was accustomed to representing 

other people and whose own identity was therefore not the 

relevant fact in any conversation he was having.” 

“A lawyer.” 

“Or someone who dealt with lawyers regularly. Someone for 

whom the transaction I’m describing was not unusual. He was not 

nervous. He was not threatening. He was matter-of-fact, in the 

way of a man conducting a routine arrangement on behalf of a 

client he did not name.” 

Hamilton was writing too now, in his own notebook, the small 

deliberate handwriting. “When Voss died.” 

“When Voss died I understood what the three hundred dollars 

had been for,” Steele said. He said it without equivocation and 
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without self-justification, the statement of a man who has lived 

with a fact for twenty-one years and who has decided that the 

time for equivocation and self-justification is behind him. “Not 

that I had been paid to let it happen. I understood that. But I 

had been paid to not be present when it happened, which is a 

different thing that arrives at the same place.” He paused. “I 

did not believe that Danny had killed Voss intentionally. I 

believed, and I still believe, that what happened on the water 

was what happened: a storm, a man overboard, a harness that 

failed. But someone had known in advance that there was a risk of 

something happening on that boat on that particular morning, and 

that someone had thought it worth three hundred dollars to ensure 

that the only person on the boat that day who might have known 

something was wrong was not on the boat.” 

“Why not Fitch,” I said. “If the goal was to limit 

witnesses, why approach you and not Fitch?” 

Steele looked at me. “Because Fitch wasn’t supposed to be on 

the boat. Fitch was a last-minute addition, from what I 

understood later. Corrigan had asked him to come over and help 

with the trap hauler, and it became a stay-the-night and go-out-

in-the-morning arrangement. The man who came to the dock knew the 

boat’s regular crew, which was me and Voss and sometimes a third 

man. He didn’t know about Fitch.” 

The garage settled around this. The implication of it was 

not stated by any of us but was present in the room with all the 

presence of an unstated implication that is large enough to 

require no statement: whoever had arranged for Steele to stay off 
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the boat had known enough about the C.M.’s schedule to anticipate 

the morning of November 14th and enough about its crew to know 

who needed to be managed. But Fitch had been unknown to them 

because Fitch’s presence on the boat was unknown even to Fitch 

until the day before. 

“And after,” Hamilton said. “The four years.” 

“Hollis came back to the dock in December, after the inquest 

but before the trial. He told me that it would be better for 

everyone if I was not available to be interviewed by Corrigan’s 

attorney or by any investigator working on the case. He said 

there was a position available with a marine contractor in Rhode 

Island and that the contractor would pay me a year’s wages 

without requiring significant work. He said the arrangement would 

last as long as was necessary.” He looked at his hands. “It 

lasted four years. I worked in Providence. I was available by 

phone to the people in Rhode Island and I was not available to 

anyone on the Cape. When it was over—when Hollis came back a 

final time and told me I could go—I came back to the Cape and I 

built a life here and I have not spoken to Hollis or to anyone 

connected to this since.” He looked at Hamilton. “Until now.” 

“The name of the contractor in Rhode Island.” 

Steele gave it: a marine services company in Providence, now 

dissolved, that had been incorporated back then and had ceased 

operations a few years later. I wrote it. 

“And Hollis. After you came back to the Cape, did you see 

him again?” 
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“Once. Briefly. He was at a function in Barnstable—a legal 

association dinner that a client of mine was attending and that I 

went to at the client’s invitation. Hollis was across the room. 

We did not speak. He saw me and I saw him and we both understood 

that we were going to continue not speaking.” He paused. “He was 

with a Superior Court judge. I didn’t know the judge’s name at 

the time. Later I found out. Fenn. Robert Fenn. Who had been the 

prosecutor at Danny’s trial.” 

The name in the room. Noyes wrote it in her notebook. 

Hamilton wrote it. I had already written it, because I had been 

waiting for it since Steele began speaking and had left space for 

it at the top of the page. 

“Fenn,” Hamilton said. 

“I’m not saying Fenn sent Hollis to the dock. I don’t know 

that. I know Hollis was with Fenn at a function years later. 

That’s the extent of what I can say.” 

“You don’t need to say more than that,” Hamilton said. “The 

connection is sufficient for the record. The rest is a matter for 

the investigation to establish.” He looked at Steele steadily. 

“One more question. In the past month, has anyone contacted you 

about the Corrigan case? About Fitch, or about any renewed 

petition activity?” 

Steele’s jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. “Six weeks ago. 

A phone call from a number I didn’t recognize. A man’s voice, not 

Hollis. He said I should remember that the arrangement we had 

made was still in effect and that my interests were best served 

by continuing to be where I was and saying what I had been saying 
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for twenty years, which was nothing.” He paused. “I didn’t 

respond. I hung up. I changed my number the following day.” 

“Six weeks ago,” I said. “Which is approximately when 

Corrigan began calling Fitch.” 

No one stated the implication. 

Hamilton stood. “Mr. Steele. We’re going to need a formal 

statement from you. All of this, on the record, witnessed and 

documented. The statement will be available to Corrigan’s 

attorney for the new petition and to the homicide investigation 

as evidence of the motive for Fitch’s death. I understand that 

this is not a small thing to ask. You’ve been carrying this for 

twenty-one years and you had your reasons for the carrying, and 

those reasons are going to be part of the record now as well.” He 

paused. “I can tell you that the difference between a man who 

comes forward when asked and a man who has to be compelled to 

speak is a difference that tends to be recognized by the 

institutions that handle what comes next. I cannot promise you 

anything beyond that.” 

Steele looked at the report on the workbench. At Clara’s 

name on the cover. At the date. 

“I’ve been waiting for someone to come,” he said. “I didn’t 

know what form it would take. I thought it might be someone from 

Hollis’s side. Coming to remind me again.” He looked at Hamilton. 

“I’m glad it was you.” 

“Can you come to the Sheriff’s office this afternoon?” 

“Yes.” 

“Two o’clock.” 
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“I’ll be there.” He picked up the report and looked at it, 

at Clara’s executive summary, at the plain declarative language 

of the finding. He read for perhaps two minutes without speaking. 

Then he set it down. “It wasn’t deliberate,” he said. Not to any 

of us specifically. To the garage, perhaps, or to the twenty-one 

years. “I don’t know if that matters. I know it’s true.” 

“It matters,” Noyes said. It was the first thing she had 

said in forty minutes, and she said it with the quiet authority 

of someone who has spent a career distinguishing between the 

people who cause harm with intent and the people who find 

themselves in harm’s way without having meant to go there, and 

who knows the distinction is real even when the institution’s 

instruments for recognizing it are imperfect. “Give us your 

statement. Let the record reflect it. That’s where it goes from 

here.” 

 

We drove back east on Route 6A. The October morning was at 

its best on this road: the old highway, the one that predates 

Route 6 by a hundred years, running through the inner Cape’s 

village centers and old churchyards and cranberry bogs with the 

quality of a road that was built before speed was the organizing 

principle of movement. The light through the oak canopy was the 

broken, particular light of early October, the leaves not yet 

fully turned but on their way, the green receding from the tips 

of the branches first and the color arriving in the same 

direction. I wrote in my notebook and Hamilton drove and for the 

first ten minutes neither of us said anything. 
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Then Hamilton said, “Hollis.” 

“Yes.” 

“A name. Possibly real, possibly not. A man in his mid-

forties at the time, which makes him in his mid-sixties now if he 

is alive. A man who operated as an intermediary: approaching 

Steele on the dock, managing the Providence arrangement, making 

the phone call six weeks ago. A man who was seen with Fenn at a 

legal association dinner, probably in the 2010s.” Hamilton looked 

at the road. “Hollis is not the top of this. He’s the instrument. 

Someone used him the way he used Steele: at arm’s length, with 

plausible distance between the instruction and the person giving 

it.” 

“Fenn,” I said. 

“Fenn is the consistent connection. He tried the case. His 

office opposed the petition. Hollis was seen with him at a 

function. The phone call to Steele coincided with Corrigan 

beginning to make contact with Fitch.” He paused. “But the phone 

call and the function are not evidence in the legal sense. They 

are facts that suggest a connection without establishing one. 

What Steele can give us in his statement is what was said to him 

and by whom, and a description of Hollis that can be used in an 

identification process. That is the starting point, not the 

conclusion.” 

“And Fitch.” 

“Fitch is the conclusion. Someone connected to whatever 

Hollis was doing back then knew that Corrigan was making calls 

and understood what a fuller account from Fitch could produce. 
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They killed Fitch before the conversation could happen. Whether 

the instruction to kill came from the same source as the 

instruction to stay off the boat that November is what the 

investigation has to establish.” He looked at the road. “That is 

Noyes’s investigation now. We have given her the architecture. 

The remainder is the institutional work: finding Hollis, 

establishing the connection to Fenn, building the homicide case 

from the Fitch side.” 

“And us.” 

“And us,” he said. “We continue with what we can contribute. 

The harness report goes to Corrigan’s attorney this week. 

Steele’s statement, once it’s in the record, is available to the 

new petition. The picture for the court is: a forensic finding 

that was incorrect due to methodological limitation, a witness 

who was paid to be absent on the morning in question, and a 

twenty-year pattern of management designed to prevent the 

original conviction from being successfully challenged.” He 

paused. “The court’s response to that picture is not something I 

can predict or control. But the picture will exist in the record 

where it can be found.” 

We drove through Orleans and into Chatham. The smell of the 

ocean was stronger here, the salt more present, the light opening 

as the tree canopy thinned and the open water of the sound became 

visible to the south. I looked at what I had written in the 

notebook since leaving Meadow Lane. Three hundred dollars and 

four years and a phone call six weeks ago and a name that might 
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not be a name. The Cape outside the window, continuing its 

October business. 

“The call to Steele six weeks ago,” I said. “From a number 

he didn’t recognize. He changed his number. But they found his 

number in the first place.” 

“Yes.” 

“Which means someone with the resources to find an unlisted 

number, or the connections to obtain it through other means.” 

“Yes.” He was looking at the road with the expression that 

means he has already thought about the thing I am raising and has 

a view of it that he is assessing from multiple angles. “And it 

means that the person who made that call knew, six weeks ago, 

that Corrigan was making calls. Which means there is a source of 

information in Corrigan’s circle—or in the information network 

that connects the Harwich waterfront to wherever Hollis operates—

that is monitoring Corrigan’s activity.” He paused. “Which means 

that whoever is managing this situation knows we are now in it.” 

I put down the notebook. 

“Since when.” 

“Since we arrived at the Harwich boat yard. Since we spoke 

to Tavares at the pier. Since we requested the court order for 

the harness through Noyes’s office. Any of those points of 

contact could have produced information that reached the relevant 

people. The court order in particular.” He looked at me. “A court 

order issued in the Barnstable Superior Court, signed by a judge 

on the same bench as Fenn. Even if Cardoso has no connection to 

Fenn, the order passes through the court’s administrative 
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machinery. Someone with access to that machinery and with an 

interest in the Corrigan case would see it.” 

I thought about what I was thinking and found it was 

something in the vicinity of alarm, which is not a state I enter 

easily or frivolously. Eleven years of this partnership have 

produced in me a working familiarity with the specific risks that 

attend the kind of cases Hamilton takes, and a calibrated 

response to those risks that is neither indifference nor panic. 

What I was experiencing now was neither. It was the specific 

awareness that we had moved from investigating a case to being 

inside a case, and that the distinction is the difference between 

reading about a storm and standing in it. 

“What do we do,” I said. 

“We continue. We give Noyes what she needs to pursue the 

Fitch homicide through the official channels. We get Clara’s 

report to Corrigan’s attorney. We document Steele’s statement. We 

do not change our activity or our routine in ways that would 

signal to whoever is watching that we are aware of being watched, 

because that awareness, if it becomes legible to the other side, 

complicates the institutional process that Noyes is now 

building.” He paused. “And we are careful. Specifically careful. 

The Allen Point property is not a secure location in any formal 

sense. The Point road has one entrance and one egress. We should 

know who is on it.” 

“You think there’s a physical threat.” 

“I think there is a person or persons who have already 

demonstrated a willingness to kill to prevent this situation from 
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developing, and who now know that the situation has developed 

anyway. The rational response for such a person is to calculate 

whether killing Hamilton and his colleagues would stop the 

process, and to determine that it would not, because the harness 

report exists in Clara’s records and Steele’s statement will be 

in the official record by this afternoon and the institutional 

process is already in motion and cannot be stopped by eliminating 

the people who started it.” He paused. “The rational response is 

therefore not violence but management: legal challenge to the 

harness report’s methodology, challenge to Steele’s credibility 

as a witness, challenge to the chain of custody for the evidence. 

These are the instruments available to a person with access to 

good legal counsel, which Fenn certainly has. The irrational 

response is violence, and irrational responses occur when 

rational ones are not perceived to be available.” 

“So the question is whether the person we’re dealing with is 

rational.” 

“The question is whether the person we’re dealing with 

believes the rational options are still open to him. If he has 

calculated that the legal challenges can succeed, we are facing 

institutional opposition. If he has calculated that the legal 

challenges will fail—if he understands the strength of the 

harness report and the significance of Steele’s statement—then 

the calculation changes.” He looked at the road ahead. “I want to 

speak to Elliot tonight.” 

Elliot. The second phone. I noted this. Hamilton reaches for 

the second phone when the situation has moved past the ordinary 
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instruments of investigation into something that requires a 

different kind of resource. He had reached for it twice before 

that I knew of, and both times the situation had been what he 

believed it to be. 

 

Steele came to the Sheriff’s office at two and gave his 

statement in the presence of Noyes, a deputy who served as 

official witness, and a court reporter. The statement ran to 

forty minutes and was precise and consistent with what he had 

told us in his garage. Noyes called Hamilton at four-thirty to 

say the statement had been received, was in the official record, 

and had been flagged for transmission to the DA’s office. 

Hamilton called Corrigan’s attorney—the current one, the 

petition the petition attorney, a woman named Anita Solis who 

practiced in Hyannis and who had been waiting since Sunday for 

the call she understood was coming—and arranged to deliver 

Clara’s report and Steele’s statement in person the following 

morning. Solis said very little in response. The silence of a 

competent attorney absorbing significant information and deciding 

what it means is a particular kind of silence, and I could hear 

it from across the room. 

At five o’clock Hamilton went to the study and made the call 

to Elliot. I did not hear the call. I was in the kitchen with 

Mary, who had listened to the account of Steele’s garage with the 

expression of a physician receiving the results of a test whose 

significance she had already calculated from the symptoms. When 

Hamilton finished the call he came to the kitchen doorway and 
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said Elliot would make inquiries regarding the Providence 

contractor and the name Hollis through channels that were not 

available to Noyes’s investigation, and that we should expect 

some information within forty-eight hours. 

“And the rest of it,” Mary said. She meant the danger. 

“Elliot is aware of the rest of it. He agrees with my 

assessment of the rational response. He also agrees that the 

rational response requires the person we’re dealing with to 

maintain rationality under significant pressure, which is not 

guaranteed.” Hamilton looked at his phone. “He is going to make a 

call of his own to someone in the federal building in Boston who 

has oversight of judicial conduct proceedings. Informally. Not 

officially, not yet. Just a conversation about how such 

proceedings work and what the threshold is for opening one.” 

Mary was quiet for a moment. “And you. And Wilson. And 

Clara.” 

“Are careful,” Hamilton said. “From tonight.” 

Clara, when told, received the information with the specific 

equanimity of someone for whom a change in professional risk is 

simply a variable to be factored into the work plan rather than a 

reason to stop working. She asked what careful meant in practical 

terms. Hamilton told her: she was not to go out before dawn 

alone. The birding walks were suspended until further notice. She 

should be aware of vehicles on the Point road that she did not 

recognize, and if she noticed one she should tell him immediately 

rather than investigating it herself. 



Gael / The Long Tide / 144 

 

She said, “All right.” And then: “Will you tell me when it’s 

safe to go back out before dawn, because the shorebird migration 

is almost over and I am tracking a buff-breasted sandpiper that 

has been using the near bar for the past three mornings and I 

would very much like to continue the observation.” 

Hamilton said he would tell her. 

It was the most Hamilton and Clara exchange I had witnessed 

in eleven years of knowing both of them, and I wrote it in my 

notebook because it was one of those moments in which the 

character of people under pressure becomes completely legible: 

the scientist whose first question about a change in her safety 

situation is when she can resume the bird observation she has 

been conducting. The man whose answer does not question the 

priority of the question. Both of them entirely themselves. 

 

I walked the bluff path after dinner. Hamilton had asked me 

not to go far from the house alone, and so I went only as far as 

the bluff’s edge and stood there in the October dark looking at 

the sound. The lights of the vessels offshore were visible to the 

south, the lighthouse at Chatham Harbor keeping its count, the 

wind from the northwest carrying the smell of the open Atlantic. 

I thought about the shape of the case as it stood on Monday 

evening, one week after Raymond Fitch had been found in the salt 

marsh below where I was standing. The case had the quality that a 

certain kind of investigation produces when the work has gone 

correctly: not a tidiness, because the work is not tidy and the 

people it involves are not simple and the institutions it 
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implicates have their own complex dynamics. But a legibility. The 

case was legible now in the way that a document becomes legible 

when you have found the key to its language, which is to say that 

the individual elements, which had been visible from the 

beginning, had organized themselves into a coherent structure 

that allowed each element to be understood in relation to the 

others. 

Here was the structure as I understood it on Monday evening, 

standing at the top of the bluff in the October wind. That 

November, a man or men with an interest in Thomas Voss’s death—

the nature of that interest still to be established, though its 

presence was now documented through Steele’s account—had arranged 

for Corrigan’s most reliable witness to be absent from the boat 

on November 14th. Voss had died in a storm that the harness’s 

design defect had made fatal in a way that deliberate action was 

not required to produce. The death was real. The storm was real. 

The harness failure was real. What was also real was that someone 

had known, or strongly suspected, that the conditions of November 

14th created a risk for Voss and had taken steps to ensure that 

the person most likely to speak accurately to those conditions 

was elsewhere. 

After Voss’s death, the prosecution had built a case on a 

forensic finding that was genuinely mistaken rather than 

fabricated: Harmon had examined the harness with insufficient 

instruments and had found what insufficient instruments find, 

which is enough deformation to support a conclusion but not 

enough resolution to characterize it correctly. Whether Fenn had 
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known the finding was on uncertain methodological ground is a 

question the investigation would now pursue. Whether he had 

actively chosen to build a case on uncertain evidence because the 

case served purposes beyond the prosecution of Corrigan is a 

question that Steele’s account of Hollis’s presence and 

subsequent contact made significantly more pressing. 

And then: twelve years of Corrigan’s attempts to 

rehabilitate the case. The petition and its denial. Corrigan 

calling Fitch. Fitch not answering. Five blank days in the trap 

log. And on the sixth day, Fitch in the marsh. 

I thought about Catherine Fitch in the years between that 

November and her death. A woman who had understood her husband’s 

burden without being told its exact content. Who had given him 

four words on a card in the back of a photograph frame because 

she knew he needed to be able to carry both sides of something 

without being destroyed by the weight of either. She could not 

have known the full picture. She knew Ray. She knew that Ray had 

been on a boat when something terrible happened and that Ray had 

testified to what he saw and that the community had not fully 

forgiven him for what he said and had not fully forgiven him for 

what he did not say, and that Ray carried both of those failures—

the failure to be forgiven and the failure he felt himself to 

have committed, whatever exactly that failure was—for the rest of 

his working life. She had loved him into a language for that 

double weight. 

The truth he told and the truth he held. Neither canceled 

the other. 
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I stood at the top of the bluff for a long time. The wind 

moved through the grass below. The lighthouse counted its 

seconds. Two vessels crossed the southern horizon in the same 

half-hour, their running lights describing their directions and 

speeds in the language of maritime convention that has been in 

use on this coast for two hundred years. 

Then I heard a car on the Point road. 

The Point road runs to the end of the Point and stops. There 

is nowhere beyond Allen Point to go by road. The boat landing is 

at the east end of the road, past Fitch’s property, but the 

landing parking area is empty at this hour in October, the summer 

kayakers and day trippers months gone. When a car comes down the 

Point road after eight in the evening in October, it is coming to 

one of the four houses on the road or it is lost. 

This car came slowly. Not the slow of someone who is 

uncertain of their destination; the slow of someone who is 

looking. 

I came back from the bluff edge and went to the kitchen door 

and went inside without hurrying, because hurrying would be 

visible if there was someone in the car who was watching the 

house. I found Hamilton at the study window, which overlooks the 

road, standing back from the glass in the way of a man who is 

watching without wanting to be seen watching. 

“Dark sedan,” he said. “California-style rental plates. It 

came to the end of the road and turned around at the boat landing 

and is now parked on the verge beside Fitch’s property.” He did 



Gael / The Long Tide / 148 

 

not look away from the window. “It has been sitting there for 

eleven minutes.” 

“Since before I came in.” 

“Since before you came in.” He had his phone in his hand. He 

called Noyes. He described the vehicle and its location and its 

behavior. Noyes said she would have a patrol unit on the Point 

road in eight minutes. 

The car left before the patrol unit arrived. It pulled out 

from the verge and went back up the road to Route 28 at the same 

unhurried pace it had arrived with, the pace of someone 

conducting a survey and whose survey is complete. The patrol unit 

found nothing at the boat landing or on the road. There was no 

one there. There was only the October night and the sound and the 

marsh and the house at the end of the road with its lights on. 

Hamilton called Noyes back and told her what he had seen. 

She said she would increase patrol frequency on the Point road. 

She said it with the specific calm of a professional who is 

adjusting a plan rather than responding to a crisis, and I found 

this calming in the way that professional calm always is: not 

because it resolves the situation but because it models the 

correct relationship to it. 

“Is it beginning,” I asked, when Hamilton put the phone 

down. I meant: the irrational response. 

“I don’t know,” he said. “It may be reconnaissance. It may 

be someone trying to understand what we have and what we’re doing 

with it. It may be nothing more than a rental car driver who took 

the wrong turn and sat looking at his phone for eleven minutes 



Gael / The Long Tide / 149 

 

trying to find the right road.” He looked at the window. “I 

prefer not to assume the worst interpretation before the evidence 

requires it. But I also prefer not to ignore an eleven-minute 

stationary vehicle on a road that goes nowhere, on the evening of 

the day we spoke to Roy Steele.” 

He went to the study. I heard him at his desk for a while, 

writing. The sound of Clara moving in her outbuilding came 

faintly through the study window, which was open a crack, the 

distinct sound of someone working at a bench in a well-organized 

space, tools placed and retrieved with the deliberate quiet of 

careful work. Mary came down the stairs, looked at me, looked at 

the study door. 

“All right?” she said. 

“All right,” I said. “For now.” 

She went to the kitchen and started coffee, which is what 

she does when all right for now is the best that can be said and 

what the situation requires is hot coffee and the ordinary sounds 

of an occupied house. The coffee pot. The cabinet. The domestic 

percussion of a person who is making something comfortable in a 

space that needs comforting. 

I sat at the kitchen table and opened my notebook and wrote 

until the coffee was ready. I wrote what Steele had said and what 

the car had done and what Hamilton had said about the rational 

and irrational responses. I wrote about Catherine Fitch and the 

four words on the card and the weight of the both-things 

formulation as it applied now not to a private domestic grief but 

to a legal case and a homicide and a judge who might or might not 
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have sent a man named Hollis to a dock in Harwich twenty-one 

years ago. 

I wrote: The case is no longer only a case. It has become 

the kind of situation that cases sometimes become when the people 

at the center of them understand that the investigation has found 

its way to the center. The sedan on the Point road may be 

nothing. It may be the beginning of something. Either way it is a 

fact that goes in the record, because that is what facts do: they 

go in the record, and the account holds, and what the account 

holds can be found by whoever needs to find it. 

The coffee came. We drank it. The house at Allen Point sat 

at the end of its road in the October night, its lights on, its 

inhabitants present and careful and not yet finished. 
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Chapter Six 

“The Name” 

 

Tuesday passed without the sedan returning. I know this 

because I watched for it, which is not a comfortable thing to 

admit but is accurate. I found myself attending to the Point road 

in the way I attend to a patient whose presentation has not 

resolved into a clear diagnosis: with the alertness of someone 

who does not want to miss the next development and who 

understands that the next development may arrive quietly. The 

October light on the road through the study window, the 

occasional vehicle that turned out to be one of the four 

households we knew, Noyes’s patrol unit making its increased 

passes at the hours she had committed to. Nothing. The road was 

the road. 

Hamilton worked Tuesday as though the sedan had not 

happened, which I understood was not indifference to its 

significance but the correct professional response to it. The 

work that needed to be done did not become less necessary because 

a car had sat on the road for eleven minutes. Clara’s report 

needed to reach Anita Solis in a form that Solis could use. The 

harness needed to be returned to county evidence storage with the 

documentation of its examination and a clear chain-of-custody 

record. Corrigan needed to be told that the petition had a 

foundation now, that the forensic case had been made, and that 

the statement of a paid witness had been entered into the 



Gael / The Long Tide / 152 

 

official record. All of this required Hamilton’s attention on 

Tuesday, and all of it received it. 

I drove to Hyannis with Clara’s report in the morning. Anita 

Solis had her office above a dry cleaner on Main Street in the 

specific mode of the Cape’s year-round professional life, which 

is to say in a space that is functional rather than impressive 

and that tells a client they are paying for competence rather 

than decor. She was in her early fifties, a compact and direct 

woman with the quality of a lawyer who has spent her career 

fighting cases that were harder than the ones her colleagues took 

and who has developed, through that career, an extremely 

efficient relationship with the relevant facts of any situation. 

She read Clara’s executive summary while I sat across from her 

desk. She read it twice. Then she said, “Is Enright available to 

testify?” 

“Yes.” 

“Is she willing?” 

“Also yes. She anticipated the question and asked me to tell 

you.” 

Solis looked at the summary for a third time. “The 

methodology is documented in the full report?” 

“Twenty-two pages. Everything she used and how she used it.” 

“And Steele’s statement is in the Sheriff’s record.” 

“As of yesterday afternoon.” 

She set the report down with the specific deliberate care of 

someone who is handling something that now has evidentiary 

weight. “I am going to file a new petition this week,” she said. 
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“Before the end of the week. The Corrigan case has been dormant 

in the system for six years and dormant cases have a way of not 

improving with further dormancy. I want this in front of a judge 

before anyone has time to prepare a response.” She looked at me. 

“Tell Hamilton I need to know immediately if there are any 

further developments on the homicide side. The two cases are 

connected but they are proceeding through different channels, and 

the channels need to not tangle.” 

“He knows.” 

“Good.” She stood, which was the meeting ending. “Tell 

Corrigan. He needs to hear it directly.” 

I drove back on Route 28 with Clara’s report in the 

passenger seat and the feeling that something had been placed 

correctly in the world, which is not a feeling I have learned to 

trust completely because the things that feel correctly placed 

often have an adjustment still to make. But it was present and I 

noted it. The drive back to Allen Point took forty minutes in the 

mid-morning traffic and I used the time to write the account of 

the Solis meeting in my notebook, while the details were still in 

the register of recent experience rather than the register of 

processed memory, which is a different and less accurate 

register. I write things down quickly because things remembered 

are not the same as things recorded and the distinction matters, 

and because Hamilton has long since given up trying to reform my 

habit of writing in the car on the grounds that the alternative 

is worse. 
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I called Corrigan from the Hyannis parking lot. He answered 

on the second ring, which told me he had been waiting. I told him 

that the report was with Solis and that Solis was filing the 

petition this week. There was a silence on the line that had a 

different quality than the silences I had heard from him before, 

which had been the silences of a man keeping himself controlled 

in the presence of information he had not yet decided what to do 

with. This silence was of a man who has been waiting for 

something for twelve years and who, upon learning that the 

waiting has produced a result, does not know immediately what to 

feel about the ending of the wait itself. 

“This week,” he said. 

“Before Friday, she said. She wants it moving.” 

Another silence. Then: “Thank Enright. Whatever she found in 

that harness—tell her thank you.” 

“I will.” 

“And Hamilton.” He paused. “I know he doesn’t want to be 

thanked. Tell him anyway.” 

I told him I would, and I did, and Hamilton received the 

thanks in his characteristic way, which is to acknowledge it and 

move immediately to the next task, because in his experience the 

feeling that follows gratitude is best occupied by productive 

work rather than by sitting with the gratitude, which has a 

tendency, if sat with too long, to turn into something that 

impedes the productive work. I find this tendency both limiting 

and admirable in roughly equal measure, and I have never found a 

way to argue with it effectively. 
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Elliot called at seven-fifteen on Wednesday morning. 

Hamilton took the call in the study with the door closed, 

which is unusual: he generally leaves the door open unless the 

call requires a privacy that even the domestic sounds of the 

house would compromise. I sat in the kitchen with my notebook and 

wrote the account of the previous two days and waited. The call 

lasted twenty-two minutes. When Hamilton came out he had his 

notebook and he sat across from me at the kitchen table and 

opened it. 

“Hollis,” he said. 

“Tell me.” 

“His name is not Hollis. His name is Gerald Warren. He is 

sixty-four years old, currently residing in Providence, Rhode 

Island. He is a retired attorney who practiced in Barnstable 

County for seventeen years and who has maintained a private 

consulting practice in Providence since his retirement from 

active practice. His consulting work, as described by Elliot’s 

source, involves the management of legal risk for clients who 

require a degree of operational distance from the people managing 

their risk.” Hamilton paused. “He is not a criminal, by the 

technical definition. He is a man who provides a service that is 

not itself illegal and that is used by clients for purposes that 

range from prudent to questionable, and he has arranged his 

practice so that his own exposure to any questionable use is 

minimal.” 

“A fixer,” I said. The word is imprecise but serviceable. 
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“A fixer. Yes. He has a professional history in Barnstable 

County that overlaps with Fenn’s in the period when Fenn was a 

practicing ADA. They were not colleagues exactly—Warren was in 

private practice defending clients, Fenn was prosecuting them—but 

they were in the same professional environment for seventeen 

years and they would have known each other. Opposing counsel in 

several cases. The kind of professional acquaintance that can 

become a professional arrangement when each party has something 

the other needs.” 

“Fenn needed someone who could manage Steele.” 

“And Warren needed clients. Elliot’s source has the 

Providence contractor documented. It was incorporated using a 

nominee director whose name traces to a legal services company in 

Warren’s network. The company’s operating account received a 

single wire transfer in November back then from an account in the 

Cayman Islands. The Cayman account was opened one August and 

closed the following January. The only transaction was the wire.” 

He looked at his notebook. “The Cayman account was opened by a 

named individual. The name on the account is the name of a law 

firm partner who retired from active practice around then and who 

would have had no reason to open a Cayman account for personal 

purposes in August back then.” 

“Someone used his name.” 

“Someone used his name and his identification, which 

suggests access to that identification through institutional 

channels. A person who had worked with that partner in a 

professional capacity and who had retained copies of the relevant 
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documentation.” Hamilton paused. “The retired partner’s former 

firm was Linden, Hargrove and Fenn. The firm where Robert Fenn 

practiced before joining the DA’s office.” 

I wrote this down with the care it deserved. The 

architecture was complete now, or nearly complete: Fenn at the 

center, Warren as the operational instrument, the Cayman account 

as the financial mechanism, Steele as the witness managed, and at 

the end of the structure, Fitch in the marsh. The structure had 

the quality of something that had been built carefully by people 

who understood institutional exposure and had organized every 

step to minimize their own proximity to the outcome. It was not 

the structure of a conspiracy in the lurid sense. It was the 

structure of a professional risk management operation conducted 

by people who had spent their careers inside institutions and who 

knew exactly how those institutions worked and where their 

instruments of accountability were unable to reach. 

I have encountered this structure before, in different 

forms, in different cases over eleven years. It is the structure 

that produces the specific vertigo of a man standing at the base 

of a large building looking up at it: the sense that the thing 

has been there for a long time, that it was built by people who 

knew what they were doing, that the building itself is not 

illegal and that only certain specific activities within it are, 

and that the activities are organized so that no single person 

within the building can be shown to have done the whole thing. 

Fenn had tried a case. Warren had managed a contract. Steele had 

stayed off a boat. None of these acts, in isolation, rises to the 
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level of criminal liability that the combined architecture 

produces. The architecture is the crime, and the architecture is 

visible only from above, which is the position Elliot’s access 

provides and which no single agency’s investigator can reach from 

inside any single institution. 

“Elliot’s source,” I said. “This is admissible?” 

“The source is a federal financial intelligence analyst who 

has been examining the Providence network’s account structures as 

part of a separate federal proceeding. What they found about the 

Providence contractor and the Cayman account is documented in the 

federal record and is available to Noyes’s investigation through 

formal request. Elliot has already initiated the request.” 

Hamilton closed his notebook. “The question of what Noyes can do 

with it depends on whether the DA’s office is willing to move 

against Fenn, which is a political question as much as a legal 

one. A sitting Superior Court judge, credentialed and respected, 

with a twenty-year record on the bench. The threshold for 

bringing charges against a person in that position is not higher 

in law than it would be for anyone else. It is higher in 

practice.” 

“Noyes.” 

“Noyes will take it as far as her office’s resources allow. 

Whether it goes further depends on the DA.” He stood and went to 

the window. The morning light was on the salt pond, which was in 

its October configuration: the surface dark and specific, the 

light coming off it at an angle that clarified every texture and 

made the marsh grass at the margin look like something drawn by a 
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hand that understood exactly what each element was. “I am going 

to send everything to a journalist.” 

I looked at him. 

“Not to print. Not yet. As a deposit. The complete record: 

Clara’s report, Steele’s statement, the Elliot materials once 

they are formally available, the account of our investigation 

from the beginning. Everything documented and time-stamped and 

held by someone who has no connection to the Barnstable County 

institutional structure and who would, if anything happened to 

impede the official investigation, be in a position to use the 

material.” 

“Ruth Chen,” I said. The Globe journalist who had held the 

Masten story for six months and had published it with the 

precision and care that comes from understanding what a story 

costs to tell. 

“Ruth Chen. Yes.” He turned from the window. “The sedan on 

the road Monday evening tells me that someone is aware of what we 

have. The rational response to that awareness is to make the 

material so widely distributed and so thoroughly documented that 

eliminating its sources becomes pointless. Ruth holding the 

record is one step in that direction. Elliot holding a copy is 

another. Solis filing the petition this week is another. The more 

channels the material is in, the less valuable it becomes to 

close any single channel.” 

“And the less valuable it becomes to frighten us.” 

“The hope is that whoever is frightening us will reach the 

same calculation.” He paused. “The hope. Not the certainty.” 
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He called Ruth Chen at nine. I heard his side of the 

conversation from the kitchen, which was brief and specific in 

the way of calls between people who have worked together before 

and who trust each other’s professional judgment: he told her 

what he had, he told her what he needed, she asked three 

questions and he answered them. The call lasted eight minutes. 

When it was done he said, from the study doorway, “She’ll hold 

it. She understands the conditions.” 

He spent the rest of Wednesday morning organizing the 

documentation packet for Chen and preparing a parallel packet for 

Noyes’s formal submission to the DA’s office. I helped with the 

latter, which required the kind of organizational work that 

Hamilton finds tedious and that I find satisfying: arranging 

material into a logical sequence that a person encountering it 

without prior context can follow from the beginning to the 

finding without losing the thread. The thread in this case ran 

from the trap log entry in November through Tavares at the pier 

through the garage and the harness and Steele’s morning in 

Brewster to Warren’s Providence contractor and the Cayman 

account. Twenty-one years of thread. The thread was long but it 

did not tangle, because the facts at each point were specific and 

documented and the connections between them were logical rather 

than speculative. 

Mary came home at noon from her Chatham practice with the 

look of a person who has done a morning’s good work and who wants 

to hear what the morning has produced from the other direction. 
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Hamilton told her about Warren and the Cayman account over lunch 

in the compressed way he recounts the significant facts of an 

investigation: no editorializing, no emphasis beyond what the 

facts themselves carry, the sequence correct and the account 

complete. Mary listened and ate and asked one question: “What is 

Fenn’s response going to be when the petition is filed?” 

“His response will be through counsel,” Hamilton said. “He 

will oppose the petition on procedural grounds first: the 

timeliness argument that succeeded, the objection to the 

admissibility of Steele’s testimony as a convicted felon’s 

unverified account. He will challenge the harness report’s 

methodology. He will retain the best forensic expert available to 

offer a counter-reading of the evidence.” He paused. “These are 

the legitimate instruments available to him, and he will use 

them. Whether he also uses less legitimate instruments is the 

question that the sedan on Monday and the call to Steele six 

weeks ago has already begun to answer.” 

“The less legitimate instruments.” Mary looked at him with 

the expression she reserves for the moments in this kind of work 

when she needs Hamilton to be honest about the degree of risk 

rather than the degree of probability. She is the only person who 

reliably produces that honesty from him, because she is the only 

person in the house whose stake in the answer is entirely 

personal rather than professional. “Are we safe here?” 

“We are more safe than we would be if the material were in 

fewer hands and the institutional process were less advanced,” 

Hamilton said. “Solis files the petition this week. Noyes submits 
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to the DA’s office today. Ruth holds the documentation packet. 

Elliot has a copy. Five separate channels with five separate 

institutional homes. The calculation for whoever is managing this 

situation has changed significantly since Monday.” 

“That’s not quite the same as yes,” Mary said. 

“No,” he said. “It’s not.” 

She nodded once, which is what Mary does when she has 

received an honest answer to a question she would have preferred 

to have answered differently. She filed it and continued eating. 

I thought about that exchange for a long time afterward, 

because it illustrated something about Hamilton that I had known 

for years but had never quite articulated: that his honesty 

operates as a kind of respect. Another person, in that moment, 

might have said yes to comfort her, or might have given a more 

elaborate equivocation that arrived at the same place without the 

directness. Hamilton said no and let it be no, because she had 

asked a particular question and deserved a specific answer and 

his estimation of her was high enough that he did not protect her 

from the answer. She knew this. She had married a man who 

operates in the vicinity of risk and she had organized her own 

professional life around the Cape community that the risk 

operates in, and she was not asking to be reassured. She was 

asking to know. 

The same double truth. 

 

It was Clara who found it. Wednesday afternoon, two-fifteen, 

and I was at the desk in the study writing the account of 
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Warren’s identification when I heard her come through the back 

door with the purposeful step that means she has found something 

rather than the casual step that means she is simply moving 

between spaces. 

She put her field notebook on the kitchen table, open to a 

page of notes and a small sketch, and said, “The fiber transfer 

from the Fitch dock cleat. The navy blue cotton-blend fiber from 

the work glove.” 

Hamilton was there immediately. I came through from the 

study. 

“I have been running comparative analysis on the fiber since 

Friday,” Clara said. She said it without preamble, as she says 

things that have been building toward their moment for several 

days and have now arrived at it. “The fiber is a specific cotton-

polyester blend, sixty percent cotton, forty percent polyester, 

in a navy blue dyebath consistent with commercial-grade marine 

workwear manufactured by one of three suppliers who service the 

working waterfront on the Cape and South Shore. I have been in 

contact with all three suppliers this week requesting production 

records for the specific fiber specification.” She looked at the 

notebook. “Two of the three suppliers use a dye formula that 

produces a navy with a specific spectral signature that is not 

present in the fiber from the cleat. The third supplier, a 

company in New Bedford called Harborline Workwear, uses a dye 

formula that matches exactly.” 

“And Harborline’s customer records,” Hamilton said. 
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“Harborline supplies commercial-grade marine workwear to 

distributors and directly to working vessels on the Cape and 

South Shore. Their direct-account customer list for the past ten 

years covers approximately sixty working vessels registered in 

Barnstable County.” She turned a page in her notebook. “I asked 

Noyes to run Harborline’s direct-account customer list against 

the vessel registration for Roy Steele’s center-console. It is 

not on the list. Steele is not a Harborline direct account.” 

“But.” 

“But the Harborline list includes a vessel registered to a 

marine contractor in Chatham. A man who has been a working 

contractor on the Cape for thirty years and who has been a 

Harborline direct account since back then.” She looked at 

Hamilton. “His name is Paul Rebeiro.” 

The kitchen was quiet. 

I wrote the name in my notebook very carefully, as though 

the care of the writing would slow the arrival of the 

understanding, which it did not. 

Paul Rebeiro. Seventy years old. Still fishing commercial. 

His memory of November 13th specific in the way that fishermen’s 

memories of weather decisions are specific. The decision cost him 

the morning’s haul but it was the right decision and he has never 

second-guessed it. Hamilton had said that. I had written that. 

Paul Rebeiro, who had been at the Harwich dock on the 

evening of November 13th. 

Paul Rebeiro, who had identified the man with Corrigan at 

the fuel dock as a stranger he did not recognize. 
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Paul Rebeiro, who had been the one to put Fitch’s name in 

front of us as the possible identity of that stranger. 

“He gave us Fitch,” I said. The words came out slowly 

because the implication was large and required to be stated 

precisely rather than quickly. “He identified the quilted vest 

and the flannel shirt and the physical type and offered them to 

Hamilton as a possible identification of Fitch. He pointed us 

toward Fitch as the fourth person on the boat.” 

“Yes,” Hamilton said. He was looking at Clara’s notebook 

with the expression of a man who has been building a structure 

for ten days and has just found the piece that completes it—not 

triumphant, not even satisfied exactly, but settled in the way of 

something that has found its correct position. “He gave us the 

information he knew we would find anyway, through the trap log or 

through Corrigan’s own account, and he gave it to us in a form 

that attributed the identification to his memory of an encounter 

he claims he did not know the significance of. He managed what we 

would find by getting there first and framing it.” 

“Because he was there,” I said. “He was at the Harwich dock 

that evening. Not as an uninvolved observer. As someone who was 

watching.” 

“And who knew exactly what Fitch looked like because he had 

known Fitch for sixty years, which is consistent with everything 

Tavares told us about the Cape community. Rebeiro and Fitch had 

been on the same water their entire working lives. Rebeiro did 

not need a stranger’s description to identify Fitch. He knew 

exactly who was at the fuel dock that evening.” Hamilton looked 
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at the window. “He came to the dock that evening to confirm that 

Fitch was going to be on the C.M. the next morning. Because Fitch 

being on the boat was the variable that Warren had not accounted 

for and that someone needed to account for before November 14th.” 

I sat down. This is not something I do often in the middle 

of an active deduction, but the arrival of the full picture has a 

weight that occasionally requires the support of a chair. I sat 

and I thought about Rebeiro at the end of the Chatham pier with 

his coffee and his architectural patience and his fifty-year 

taxonomy of the people who came down piers and what they wanted. 

The man who had been the most helpful witness in the first week 

of the investigation. The man who had given us names and context 

and memory with the open generosity of a man who wanted Ray 

Fitch’s death solved. 

The man who had put Fitch in the marsh. 

“Why,” I said. “What is Rebeiro’s connection to that 

November?” 

“I don’t know yet,” Hamilton said. “But the fiber puts him 

on the water that morning and the dock puts him at the fuel dock 

the evening before and the identification of Fitch is a piece of 

managed information that is consistent with him having known 

throughout what we would eventually find.” He looked at Clara. 

“Is the fiber sufficient for Noyes?” 

“The fiber is consistent with Harborline workwear on a 

vessel registered to Rebeiro. It is not a DNA match or a 

fingerprint. It is a circumstantial physical link that, in 

combination with the circumstantial evidence of his presence at 
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the dock and his management of the Fitch identification, forms a 

pattern.” She paused. “It is not alone sufficient for a charge. 

It is sufficient to justify a formal examination of Rebeiro’s 

vessel, his accounts with Harborline, and his movements on the 

morning of Fitch’s death.” 

“Noyes,” Hamilton said, already reaching for his phone. 

 

Noyes moved with the efficiency I had come to associate with 

her best operational decisions, which is to say quietly and 

without announcement and in a direction that secured the evidence 

before the subject could be aware that it was being sought. She 

obtained a search warrant for Rebeiro’s vessel and dock by three-

thirty Wednesday afternoon, citing the fiber evidence and the 

circumstantial pattern in an affidavit that Hamilton had helped 

her draft for accuracy. The warrant was signed by Judge Cardoso, 

the same judge who had signed the harness order. Noyes executed 

it that evening, at the Chatham fish pier, at a time when Rebeiro 

was at home and not present. 

What the vessel examination found was this: in the bilge 

below the stern deck, caught in the gap between the stringers 

where water accumulates and debris settles, a single latex glove 

of the surgical type. Not a work glove. A surgical glove, of the 

kind used by professionals who need to handle materials without 

leaving trace evidence. It had been there for some time—Clara’s 

subsequent examination estimated two to four weeks—and it had 

been missed during whatever cleaning Rebeiro had done between the 

morning of Fitch’s death and Wednesday evening because it had 
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fallen into the bilge gap rather than remaining on the deck 

surface where cleaning would have reached it. Inside the glove, 

preserved by the latex, three partial fingerprints. Rebeiro’s 

fingerprints were on file from a recent marina permit 

application. 

The match was confirmed by ten o’clock Wednesday night. 

Noyes called Hamilton at ten-fifteen. She spoke for three 

minutes. Hamilton listened and said “Yes” twice and “I 

understand” once and “Thank you, Diane” at the end, which was the 

first time I had heard him use her first name. 

He set the phone down on the study desk and looked at the 

blank sheet on the wall. The twelve entries from the previous 

seasons. All the blank space below. 

“They’re bringing him in tonight,” he said. 

“Rebeiro.” 

“Rebeiro. The fingerprints and the fiber are sufficient for 

the arrest. The question of what his connection to the events of 

that November was, and whether Warren or Fenn instructed him or 

whether he acted independently when he understood what Corrigan’s 

calls to Fitch would produce—those are the questions the 

interrogation will address.” He paused. “He’s seventy years old. 

He’s been on this water all his life. He knew Fitch for six 

decades. And he put him in the marsh.” 

I thought about Rebeiro at the pier the first time we met 

him. The coffee cup. The patience. The way he had watched us come 

down the pier with the fifty-year taxonomy of people who came 

down piers and what they wanted. He had known what we wanted and 
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he had given it to us in the form he could control, and he had 

done it with the unhurried ease of a man who has been on the same 

water for fifty years and who knows every current. The ease had 

not been performance. That was the thing I kept returning to at 

two in the morning, the thing that resisted the simpler 

interpretation. It was not performed ease. It was genuine ease. 

He was genuinely comfortable in his skin, genuinely comfortable 

on his pier, genuinely comfortable with the question of what we 

wanted and how much of it to give us. A man can carry a thing for 

twenty years and develop a genuine relationship with the 

carrying. The carrying becomes part of the structure of the self. 

You cannot always see the weight from outside because the person 

carrying it has organized their whole life around the weight’s 

distribution, and the organization, done well enough, looks like 

the ordinary posture of a man at rest. 

I thought about this. The specific intimacy of it. Not 

Warren, the professional fixer. Not a hired instrument from 

outside the community. A man who had known the victim since 

childhood, who had worked the same water for fifty years, who had 

sat at the end of the same pier every morning and watched the 

same boats come in. Who had, when the moment arrived and the 

calculation said it was necessary, used the sixty-year knowledge 

of his community to do what the community would never have 

expected of him. 

“The same double truth,” I said quietly. I did not mean to 

say it aloud but it came out, because it was the formulation that 

fit. 
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Hamilton looked at me. 

“A man Fitch had known all his life,” I said. “A man the 

community trusted. And the man who killed him. Both true. Neither 

canceling the other.” 

Hamilton was quiet for a moment. Then: “Catherine Fitch 

wrote those words for Ray to carry about himself. About the 

weight of being an incomplete witness in a case that needed a 

complete one. She didn’t know she was also describing the man who 

would eventually read those words in the shed and understand 

exactly what they meant because he was carrying his own version 

of the both-things weight.” 

“Rebeiro read the inscription.” 

“Rebeiro knew the shed. He was one of perhaps a dozen people 

on the Point who had free access to it. He would have seen the 

photograph and the frame. He may have known the inscription was 

Catherine’s writing. He may have carried his own version of both 

things for twenty years: the friend he helped manage that 

November and the community he lived in and the water he worked 

and the life he had built here. And when Corrigan started making 

calls and Fitch started not answering and whatever communication 

passed through the network told Rebeiro that the moment he had 

been managing for twenty years was arriving again, he made the 

decision he made.” Hamilton turned from the wall. “He was not 

paid to kill Fitch. I don’t believe that. The Corrigan case was 

managed by people with professional instruments: Warren, the 

contractor, the Cayman account. Fitch’s death was not a 

professional operation. It was a man who had been carrying 
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something for twenty years and who decided, when the pressure 

became sufficient, that the only way to continue carrying it was 

to remove the person who threatened to make it visible.” 

“So Fenn and Warren didn’t order it.” 

“They created the conditions for it. They managed the 

situation that November in a way that left Rebeiro with a secret 

that only remained safe as long as Corrigan’s petition failed. 

When Corrigan started making calls and the petition started to 

look viable, Rebeiro took action that Warren and Fenn did not 

order and may not have wanted, because Fitch’s death drew exactly 

the kind of attention that professional risk management is 

designed to avoid.” He paused. “The sedan on Monday evening was 

not Fenn’s doing, I now believe. It was Rebeiro. Trying to 

understand how much we knew. He came to us at the pier as a 

helpful witness. He stayed close to the investigation by giving 

us accurate information that moved us in directions he could 

anticipate. And then we found the cleat evidence and the 

Harborline connection and he understood that we were going to 

arrive at his door, and he drove to the Point on Monday evening 

to see how close we were.” 

I thought about Tavares on the pier telling us that Rebeiro 

was the person to speak to. That Rebeiro had been on the Chatham 

waterfront for fifty years. That he had known Ray. The natural, 

unremarkable introduction of one man who knew Fitch to another 

who had known him just as long, and who had been watching us from 

the moment we appeared. 
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“He introduced himself to us,” I said. “Before we could come 

to him.” 

“Yes. The most effective form of management is to put 

yourself in the investigator’s path before the investigator finds 

their own way to you. He knew we would eventually find our way to 

the Harwich dock records and November 13th. He arrived first and 

gave us the version he could control.” Hamilton sat at the desk. 

“It was very nearly good enough.” 

 

I did not sleep well on Wednesday night. This is not unusual 

after a significant case development; the mind that has been 

moving through a problem at speed does not easily slow to the 

pace that sleep requires, and the quality of Wednesday’s 

development—the arrival of a name that had been in front of us 

since the first days of the investigation—produced in me the 

particular sleeplessness of retrospection: the reconstruction of 

every conversation with Rebeiro, every piece of information he 

had given us, with the new understanding of what he was doing 

when he gave it. 

He had been entirely accurate. This is the thing that sat in 

the dark at two in the morning and refused to be resolved into 

something simpler. Rebeiro had not misdirected us. He had not 

lied. He had given us the Harwich dock memory, the description of 

the man at the fuel dock, the identification of Fitch as a 

possible match for that description. All of it true. All of it 

delivered with the patient authority of a man who has been on 

this water for fifty years and whose memory of November is sharp 
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in the way that decisions about weather are sharp. He had managed 

the investigation the way a skilled sailor manages a difficult 

channel: not by misrepresenting the hazards but by placing 

himself in a position to steer around them. 

I thought about what that required of him. Not just the 

practical intelligence of it, which was considerable, but the 

interior work. A man who had helped arrange for a witness to be 

absent from a boat that November and who had then, twenty-one 

years later, killed the man who had been on that boat in his 

place. Carrying both of those things through fifty years of 

mornings at the end of a pier. The coffee cup. The architectural 

patience. The fifty-year taxonomy of people who came down piers. 

All of it built over the top of what he was carrying, the way the 

Cape’s ordinary life is built over the layers of everything that 

came before it: the sea levels, the glacial deposits, the 

Wampanoag villages, the colonial settlements, the fishing 

communities, the present. Depth upon depth, each layer pressing 

down on the ones beneath, the surface going about its business 

with no visible sign of the weight it bears. 

I wrote this in my journal at two-thirty in the morning. I 

write it here because it belongs in the account, because the 

account of how a case ends is not complete without the account of 

how the ending feels to the person who is writing it, and how 

this ending felt was not triumphant and not satisfied and not 

quite any other word I had available to me. It felt like what the 

Cape looks like in November when the last of the seasonal 

visitors have gone and the road that was crowded in August is 
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empty and the houses that were lit every night are dark and the 

water is the color it is when no one is performing for it: 

specific and severe and entirely honest about what it is. 

The case had found its answer. The answer was correct. A man 

was in custody whose guilt the evidence established. A petition 

was filed that would, if the court received it as the evidence 

warranted, address twenty-one years of an incorrect conviction. A 

journalist held the documentation that would ensure the 

institutional process was not quietly managed by the people who 

had managed it before. The record existed and would exist and 

could be found. 

And Tavares would come to the pier tomorrow morning and the 

morning after that, and one day he would know what Rebeiro had 

done, and that knowledge would live in him the way knowledge of 

this kind lives in a community that has been on the same water 

for two hundred years: not forgotten, not fully spoken, another 

layer under the surface of what the Cape shows the world. 

I went back to sleep eventually. The wind had come around to 

the northeast, the autumn wind, and it moved the house in the way 

of the northeast wind, which is different from the southwest and 

from the northwest and which has its own specific conversation 

with the old frames and the old beams. I lay in the dark and 

listened to it and thought about nothing for a while, which is a 

skill I have been developing on the Cape and which requires the 

Cape to develop. You cannot think about nothing in the city. The 

city is too insistent. The Cape, in October, at three in the 

morning, in the northeast wind, allows it. 
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Thursday morning. The overnight arrest was public by six, 

the Cape’s information network moving at its customary speed. By 

the time Hamilton came downstairs at five-forty-five, a message 

from Tavares was already on his phone: four words, no 

punctuation. “I did not know.” 

Hamilton looked at the message for a long time. Then he 

replied, also four words: “I know you didn’t.” 

Clara went out before dawn. The sandpiper was on the near 

bar. She was back at six-thirty with her field notebook and the 

specific quiet satisfaction of someone who has been conducting an 

important observation and has been able to continue it. She made 

coffee and sat at the kitchen table and wrote up the morning’s 

notes with the unhurried care of the field naturalist, and I sat 

across from her and wrote in my own notebook and neither of us 

felt the need to speak for twenty minutes, which was in itself a 

kind of peace after the week that had just concluded. 

Mary left for her practice at eight. She stopped at the door 

and looked back at Hamilton, who was at the study desk with the 

Fitch case documentation, beginning the work of organizing the 

formal report for Noyes. She said, “Are we safe now?” 

“Rebeiro is in custody. The documentation is in multiple 

hands. The petition is filed.” He looked at her. “From the Fitch 

direction, yes. The Fenn and Warren direction is a different and 

slower process.” 

“But we’re not alone in it.” 
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“Noyes. Solis. Elliot. Ruth Chen. No.” He paused. “We’re not 

alone in it.” 

She went. The kitchen was quiet. The salt pond caught the 

morning light and did what it does in October, which is to hold 

the light rather than reflect it, the surface dark enough to 

absorb the angle and the color and give it back with the specific 

warmth that the water’s depth provides, warmer than the air, 

remembering the summer in a way the air has already forgotten. 

Hamilton said, without looking up from the desk: “Pops.” 

It was so unexpected from that direction—it is almost always 

Wilson’s word, the one that opens the small domestic exchanges 

that are the partnership’s understructure—that I sat for a moment 

without responding. 

“Mm,” I managed. 

“The Fitch case is, for our purposes, complete. We give 

Noyes the formal report today and we are done with the active 

investigation.” He turned a page. “The Corrigan and Fenn material 

will run through the institutional channels at its own pace, and 

we will be available to those channels as required. But our part 

in the active work is finished.” 

“Yes,” I said. 

“I want to go to Monomoy.” 

I looked at him. 

“This weekend. The four of us. Clara says the shorebird 

migration is almost over and the harbor seals are starting to 

come up on the outer bar and the light in October on Monomoy is—” 
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He stopped. He did not typically trail off in the middle of a 

sentence. “Clara says the light is worth the trip.” 

I wrote in my notebook: Hamilton, at five-forty-five on a 

Thursday morning, proposing a weekend excursion to a barrier 

island because Clara says the light is worth it. I wrote it as 

precisely as I wrote everything, because it was as significant as 

anything else the week had produced, perhaps more significant, 

and it deserved the record. 

“I’ll tell Mary,” I said. 

“Good.” He went back to the formal report. 

Outside, the salt pond held its light. The left-hand bird 

was on the near bar, visible through the study window, making her 

morning preparations with the unhurried competence that twenty-

one years’ experience on that specific bar had produced. Her 

approach would be compensated and her dive would be slightly off 

the angle that an uninjured bird would use and her kill rate 

would be essentially equal to the uninjured birds on the same 

bar, because she had learned the water and the air and the light 

on that bar for long enough that her method had become entirely 

her own, adapted entirely to what she was, making what she needed 

to make from what she had. 

The Cape in October, going about its business. The case 

inside it, going to its rest. 
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Chapter Seven 

“Monomoy” 

 

Gus Tavares lent us his boat. 

This was not a small thing. Tavares’s boat is a twenty-six-

foot lobster style launch that he runs for pleasure now rather 

than for work, maintained with the specific care of a man who has 

been on the water for fifty years and who regards his vessel as 

an extension of his professional identity even in retirement. It 

is not a boat he lends to people who do not know how to use it. 

Hamilton had known how to use it from the first week of our 

arrival at Allen Point, which Tavares had established by asking 

him a series of apparently casual questions about tide tables and 

channel markers and the behavior of the Chatham bar in a 

southwest wind that were not casual at all, being instead the 

examination of a man who needed to know whether the person 

requesting access to his boat was a person who would return it in 

the condition it deserved. Hamilton had answered correctly 

because he had been doing what he always does in a new 

environment: reading the material until he understood it. He had 

been reading this coast since May. 

We loaded the boat at the Chatham town landing on Saturday 

morning at six. The October dawn was doing its particular thing 

over the harbor, which is to say it was not doing one thing but 

several simultaneously: the sky above the eastern horizon going 

from gray to rose to the first pale yellow, the water below it 

going from black to the color of old pewter to the dark specific 
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silver that precedes the full light, the shapes of the boats at 

their moorings becoming specific and identifiable at a pace 

governed by the light rather than by any observer’s impatience. I 

have stood at the Chatham landing many times now and the dawn is 

never the same twice, which is something I wrote in my journal on 

the first Saturday in June when we were new to the Cape and which 

I still find true and still worth recording. 

Clara had been at the landing since five-thirty. She had her 

camera and her field notebooks and a bag whose contents she had 

organized the previous evening with the systematic preparation of 

someone who has been planning this specific excursion in her 

professional imagination for four months. She was at the bow 

looking southeast across the harbor toward the opening that led 

to the sound and beyond it to Monomoy, and the expression she 

wore was one I had seen before only in the outbuilding when she 

was waiting for an examination instrument to warm up: a focused 

patience, the specific readiness of a person about to do work 

they have been preparing for with complete attention. 

Hamilton loaded the equipment with the efficiency of long 

practice. Mary packed the food in the forward compartment. I 

managed the lines, which is my customary role on the boat and 

which suits me, since my contribution to the vessel’s operational 

competence is most reliably expressed in the tying and untying of 

things rather than in any of the more technical requirements. 

We were on the water by six-fifteen. 

The run from Chatham harbor to North Monomoy is perhaps four 

miles, through the harbor mouth and south along the inside of the 
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bar and then east through the inlet that divides the two islands. 

In calm weather it is a straightforward transit. In October it is 

rarely fully calm, and on this Saturday the wind was northwest at 

twelve to fifteen, which means the sound was running a moderate 

chop that the boat handled easily but that produced a motion 

requiring one to stand with the balance of someone who has 

learned this specific adjustment. Hamilton stood at the helm in 

the specific posture I had come to recognize as his boat posture: 

feet shoulder-width, weight forward of neutral, hands on the 

wheel with a light grip that corrects for the chop without 

fighting it. He had been learning to read the chop on this sound 

since May, and the learning was visible in the posture: he had 

internalized the water’s rhythms to the extent that the 

corrections were made without visible thought, the way a pianist 

who has internalized a piece makes corrections without visible 

thought. 

Clara was at the bow with her binoculars. The terns, when we 

rounded the bar’s south end, came into view in their October 

numbers: reduced from the summer peak but still present, working 

the channel edges in the specific efficient pattern of birds in 

good feeding conditions. She called species as she identified 

them, using the abbreviated names of her field practice that I 

had learned over the months to parse: “Common, common, common, 

Forster’s at two o’clock, common, common—arc there, look, the 

dark primary tips—Roseate.” The last word with a particular 

weight that told me the Roseate tern was significant. Hamilton 

had heard it from the helm and turned his head briefly without 
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releasing the wheel, taking in the bird’s position from the 

description. 

Mary was beside me on the stern bench with her face into the 

northwest wind and the expression of someone who is doing exactly 

what they came to do, which in her case was this: to be on the 

water in October on the outer Cape with the people she had chosen 

to be on the water with. She does not keep field notebooks or 

maintain species lists or read the chop with the competence of a 

professional navigator. What she brings to the water is the full 

attentive presence she brings to everything, which is itself a 

kind of reading: not of species or currents but of the quality of 

the experience as it is happening, the reception of what the 

moment is actually offering rather than what one came hoping to 

find. She had her eyes open and her hands in her lap and the wind 

in her hair and she was entirely there. 

I wrote in my notebook on the boat, which is not advisable 

and which I did anyway, noting the species and the light and the 

quality of the transit and the four of us in it. The record of a 

thing made as the thing is happening is a different record from 

the one made afterward, and both are necessary, and neither is 

sufficient alone. 

 

Monomoy National Wildlife Refuge is two barrier islands 

running sixteen miles south from the Chatham bar into Nantucket 

Sound. North Monomoy is three miles long and broad enough in 

places to have a low interior of beach grass and shrub that 

provides habitat for the shorebirds and raptors that use the 
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island as a staging ground during migration. South Monomoy is 

longer and narrower and more exposed and is where the harbor 

seals come in October when the water temperatures and the fish 

distributions bring them north along the coast. 

We tied at the small dock on North Monomoy’s western shore, 

which is a Service dock available to permitted visitors, our 

permits having been arranged by Clara in August on the grounds 

that she intended to use the island for the bird surveys she had 

been conducting since June. The dock smells of weathered wood and 

salt and the specific biological compound of a place where 

seabirds rest in large numbers, which is not an unpleasant smell 

if you have spent enough time near colonies to understand it as 

simply the smell of a great deal of life concentrated in a small 

space. 

The island received us with the specific indifference of a 

place that has been receiving visitors for as long as there have 

been birds on it and that calibrates its interest accordingly. 

Three oystercatchers flew low over the boat as we tied, making 

the loud piping call that seems to be their comment on 

everything, and were gone south before the lines were cleated. A 

northern harrier came over the dune crest from the east side of 

the island, quartering low above the beach grass in the hunting 

pattern that gives it its name, and Hamilton tracked it from the 

dock until it dropped behind the ridge. He noted something in his 

field notebook—the green-covered one, the one distinct from the 

forensic notebooks by its latitude for imprecision—without 

looking away from where the bird had disappeared. 
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“Are there field observations from June on the harriers?” he 

asked Clara. 

“Three breeding pairs on the south end,” she said, not 

looking up from the strap she was adjusting on her camera bag. 

“This one is likely a juvenile. The adult males are darker. It 

had the streaked breast of an immature bird.” She did look up 

then. “Did you see the secondary flight feathers?” 

“I got the white rump and the wing length. Not the 

secondaries.” 

“Next time,” she said, which is what she always says when 

Hamilton misses a detail she would have caught, delivered without 

condescension, simply as a statement of professional fact: there 

will be a next time and the next time you will catch it. It is 

the most collegial form of instruction I have ever observed. 

Hamilton receives it the way he receives all accurate correction, 

which is to say without deflection and without excessive 

acknowledgment. 

We carried the equipment up from the dock to the low rise 

where the observation platform had been built by the Service, a 

wooden structure with a railing and a bench, positioned to give a 

view across the island’s western shore and the channel and, on a 

clear day, the Chatham waterfront two miles north. Mary took the 

food bag to the platform and began making coffee on the compact 

stove she had packed with the practical foresight that she brings 

to all logistical matters. The smell of coffee on the October air 

of a barrier island is one of those sensory combinations that the 
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mind files under the category of things that could not be 

improved upon, and I noted it in the notebook for that reason. 

Hamilton and Clara went east, over the dune ridge, to the 

ocean-side beach. 

I watched them go. This is a thing I have been observing for 

four months: the two of them moving through a birding environment 

with the specific economy of people who have an understanding 

that requires no words to maintain. They do not walk in step. 

Clara moves in the way of a field naturalist who has learned to 

minimize disturbance: slightly slower than her natural pace, 

weight forward, feet placed rather than struck. Hamilton moves in 

the way of a forensic investigator who has learned to read 

ground: slightly deliberate, eyes moving in a systematic pattern 

from near to far. Together they produce a double-attention that 

covers more ground than either would alone, the two methodologies 

complementary in the way of instruments measuring the same system 

from different frequencies. I have seen them spend two hours on a 

stretch of beach without speaking and come back having 

individually documented things the other had not seen and 

collectively documented the beach more completely than any single 

observer could have. 

I sat on the platform bench with my notebook and the coffee 

Mary handed me, and I watched the western channel, and I thought. 

 

There is a quality of reflection that the island produces 

which the house at Allen Point, good as it is for thinking, does 

not quite produce. The island strips away the domestic layers: 
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the kitchen, the study, the point road and its associations, the 

salt pond visible from the window. You are on a piece of sand and 

grass in the sound and there is water on both sides and the 

mainland is visible as a low line to the north and north-west but 

it is not reachable without intention, without the deliberate act 

of getting in a boat and going. The island makes the distance 

between where you are and where you came from physical and 

measurable and navigable but not accidental. You are here on 

purpose, and the being here on purpose creates the quality of 

attention that distance from the ordinary world provides. 

I thought about the Fitch case in its completed form, which 

I had not yet been able to do without the pressure of the ongoing 

investigation demanding my attention be elsewhere. The case, as I 

now understood it, had three centers of gravity. The first was 

the marsh and the physical facts of Fitch’s death: what happened, 

how it happened, who was responsible. This center was resolved. 

Rebeiro was in custody. The fingerprint evidence was strong. The 

fiber was circumstantial but consistent. The physical case 

against him was solid and Noyes had said so. 

The second center was the historical case: what happened on 

the water on November 14th, what the trial got right and what it 

got wrong, what Corrigan had been carrying for twenty-one years 

and what could now be done about it. This center was in motion. 

Solis had filed the petition on Thursday as promised. The 

petition was now before the court. The response from whatever 

party opposed it—and there would be a response, because Fenn’s 

legal representation would respond to anything that threatened 
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the standing of the conviction—had not yet arrived but would. The 

forensic evidence and Steele’s statement were in the record. The 

Elliot materials, once formally submitted by Noyes, would add the 

financial layer. Whether the court would act on this assembly of 

evidence in the way the evidence warranted was a question that no 

one who has spent time around courts answers with confidence, 

because courts are institutions with their own complex dynamics 

and the quality of the evidence presented to them is only one of 

the variables governing their response. 

The third center was the hardest to look at directly, which 

is the property of the centers that matter most. It was the human 

center: the specific people who had spent twenty-one years inside 

the case’s consequences. Corrigan with the Catherine Marie in the 

corner of the Harwich boat yard. Steele in his Brewster garage 

with the secret he had organized his life around carrying. Fitch 

in the marsh, the weight he had been carrying for twenty years 

lifted from him in the worst possible way. Tavares at the end of 

the pier with the knowledge he had given us freely and the 

knowledge he now had that he had not wanted. And Rebeiro—a man I 

had met and spoken with, whose patient waterfront ease I had read 

as the ease of long experience and not as the ease of long 

management. I had been in the same room with him. I had written 

his words in my notebook. I had thanked him for his time. 

I thought about what it means to spend a career reading 

people and to miss the thing that matters in a person’s 

presentation because the thing that matters is organized around a 

carried weight rather than an avoided one. Rebeiro was not 
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avoiding anything when we spoke to him. He was managing. The 

management looked like ease because it had been practiced for 

twenty years and because it was genuine in its own right: he was 

genuinely comfortable on the pier, genuinely patient, genuinely 

knowledgeable about the water and the community. The management 

ran underneath the genuineness without contradicting it. Two 

things simultaneously true. The formulation again, following the 

case into its resolution and beyond. 

Mary sat beside me after a while. She had made a second 

round of coffee and was holding her cup with both hands in the 

way she does when the temperature requires it and when she is in 

a mode of quiet attention rather than active thought. We sat for 

perhaps twenty minutes without speaking, which is something Mary 

and I have become better at over the years of this partnership 

and this house: the companionable silence that is its own form of 

conversation, the presence that does not require elaboration. 

“Are you writing?” she said finally. 

“Thinking. The writing comes after.” 

“What are you thinking about?” 

“Rebeiro.” I paused. “The fact that I was in a room with him 

and didn’t see it.” 

Mary was quiet for a moment. The channel below the platform 

was running its tidal current, the water having reached the stage 

where the flow was visible in the channel’s surface, a slight 

directional sheen that indicated which way the tide was moving. 

She looked at it. “You’re not supposed to see everything,” she 

said. 
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“Clara’s fiber analysis saw it.” 

“Clara didn’t sit in a room with him. She examined a surface 

sample under a scanning electron microscope. The instruments she 

uses are designed to see things that human attention cannot see. 

That’s not a failure of human attention. That’s the correct 

division of labor between human observers and precision 

instruments.” She looked at me. “You read people well. You read 

Corrigan in the boat yard correctly. You read Steele in the 

garage correctly. You read the weight in both of them and you 

described it accurately. Rebeiro was different because he had 

been carrying his weight differently, for longer, in a more 

practiced way. The difference is not in your reading. The 

difference is in what he had become through the carrying.” 

“You’re being very kind.” 

“I’m being accurate,” she said, with the specific tone that 

means she is doing exactly that and that she knows the difference 

between the two. It is the tone she uses with patients who have 

mistaken her practical warmth for therapeutic reassurance and who 

need to understand that she is telling them a thing because it is 

true, not because it is comfortable. “The instrument that found 

Rebeiro was the fiber analysis, and the fiber analysis was done 

by Clara, and Clara is on the other side of that dune ridge doing 

something else right now that only she can do. The division of 

labor is working the way it’s supposed to work. The case was 

solved.” 

“Yes,” I said. And I wrote it, because Mary had said a 

precise thing and precise things belong in the record. 
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Hamilton and Clara came back over the dune ridge at ten-

thirty with the look they always have after a productive morning: 

Clara’s notebook full, Hamilton’s field notebook open in his 

hand, both of them carrying the specific energy of people who 

have done several hours of careful work and who have not yet had 

to translate that work into the language that non-practitioners 

use to understand it. Clara sat on the bench and began writing up 

her notes with the systematic speed of someone who knows that 

field observations must be formally recorded while the details 

are still in the register of direct experience. Hamilton ate the 

food Mary had prepared and looked at his field notebook and added 

two notations in the small handwriting that means he is adding 

something to an existing observation rather than beginning a new 

one. 

Mary asked what they had found. 

Clara answered from her notebook without looking up, which 

is her way of answering when she is in the recording phase: 

“Seventy-three shorebird species since July on this island, 

forty-one of them this morning. The buff-breasted sandpiper that 

I have been tracking since Wednesday is a juvenile male. He has 

been using the same fifty-meter section of the upper beach every 

morning for eleven days, which is the longest residency I have 

recorded for the species on this island. He should have been 

south two weeks ago. I want to understand why he is here.” 

“Is something wrong with him?” Mary said. 
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“That is one possibility. The other is that there is 

something sufficiently right about this exact location to make 

the delay worthwhile. He is in good condition—the plumage is 

clean, the behavior is normal, the feeding rate is appropriate. I 

think this beach is providing something he needs at a moment when 

the southward movement has not yet become imperative.” She looked 

up briefly. “Hamilton thinks he is simply not ready.” 

“Hamilton is not a biologist,” Hamilton said. 

“No. But the observation is not wrong.” She went back to her 

notes. 

This exchange, which lasted perhaps twelve seconds, 

contained more of the Hamilton-and-Clara dynamic than a longer 

description would, and I wrote it whole rather than paraphrasing 

it. The quality of their collegial regard, the easy precision of 

the disagreement, the absence of any social performance around 

the concession. Hamilton is not a biologist. No. But the 

observation is not wrong. Twenty years of scientific training and 

twelve words. 

Hamilton finished his food and put the notebook in his 

jacket pocket and looked south down the island. 

“The seals,” he said. 

“An hour south on foot,” Clara said. “The outer bar on the 

east side. The colony has been there for three weeks.” 

We went. 

 

Before we walked south, Hamilton spent ten minutes at the 

platform’s north end looking at the tern flock through 
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binoculars. He was counting, or rather he was estimating, which 

is a different skill from counting that requires a particular 

kind of rapid subitization: the ability to take in a group of 

moving animals and produce a reliable number from a fraction of a 

second of observation by reading the density and the volume and 

the behavior rather than counting individual birds. I had watched 

him develop this skill over the summer, beginning with small 

groups and extending to the mixed-species flocks that use the 

Monomoy shoals in September. He called his numbers to Clara, who 

compared them to her own estimates and said either “Consistent” 

or a number of her own, which was her way of indicating agreement 

or a divergence worth noting. The divergences were small. By 

October the divergences were very small. They had calibrated 

their independent estimates against each other over enough 

repetitions that the estimates themselves had converged, the two 

minds doing the same thing from the same standing point and 

arriving at the same place. 

The walk south on Monomoy in October is the walk the island 

was designed for, in the sense that a thing is designed for what 

it does best. The beach grass on the western side, gold now, 

moves in the northwest wind in a continuous wave motion that is 

both beautiful and unself-conscious, which is the quality of 

natural things that are beautiful: they do not perform the 

beauty, they simply are it, and the beauty is therefore available 

to anyone who is there and is not performing something 

themselves. The island’s spine is perhaps twenty feet above sea 

level at its highest point, a low ridge of consolidated dune that 
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has been building since the last glacial retreat and that is now 

fighting its losing battle with the sea at approximately the same 

unhurried pace as every barrier island on this coast. In a 

hundred years Monomoy will be different. In five hundred years it 

will be something else entirely. In the meantime, in October, in 

the northwest wind, it is this. 

I have been a physician in cities for most of my adult life. 

The quality of a barrier island in the off-season is not 

something my previous life had prepared me for, and I have found, 

over four months of exposure to the outer Cape’s landscapes, that 

it produces in me a quality of attention that I am not able to 

produce by effort alone. The attention simply arrives, in the way 

that genuine rest arrives rather than being achieved: not through 

a technique but through a change in the environment that changes 

what the environment asks of you. The island asks, in October, 

that you notice what is here. Nothing else. No schedule, no 

deadline, no patient whose presentation requires organization. 

The island, and what is on it, and the light. 

Hamilton walked ahead of me by ten meters, which is his 

walking distance in a landscape he is reading: close enough that 

a remark can be easily made, far enough that each person’s 

attention can be its own. He had his binoculars in his hand and 

he was using them in the periodic way of a person who has a 

primary observation mode and uses the instrument only when the 

primary mode indicates something worth examining at 

magnification. He stopped twice on the walk south: once for a 

peregrine falcon sitting on a dune post with the arrogant 



Gael / The Long Tide / 193 

 

stillness of its kind, and once for what I later learned was a 

LeConte’s sparrow in the beach grass, a bird so small and so 

cryptic in its coloring that I would not have known it was there 

if Hamilton had not stopped and pointed and then stood back so 

that I could look through the binoculars. 

The sparrow was perhaps five inches long and the color of 

dry grass and it was sitting on a grass stem four feet from where 

we were standing without any apparent awareness that its presence 

had produced in the man beside me a quality of attention I 

recognized: the quality he brings to fine evidence. Not 

excitement. Not performance. The specific focused intensity of a 

person looking at something that is worth looking at and 

understanding that the looking has a limited window before the 

thing is gone. 

He lowered the binoculars and looked at me. He said, 

“LeConte’s sparrow. Ammodramus leconteii. Uncommon migrant on the 

outer Cape. This one is in fresh fall plumage.” Then he looked at 

the sparrow for another moment before it dropped from the grass 

stem and vanished into the vegetation, and he continued walking 

south. 

I wrote: Hamilton and a LeConte’s sparrow, October, Monomoy, 

the sparrow the color of dry grass and Hamilton looking at it 

with the evidence intensity. I wrote it because it was the thing 

I had come to the island hoping to find: not the bird but the 

looking. 

The seal colony was on the outer bar, which required 

crossing the dune ridge to the island’s east side and walking the 
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ocean beach to a broad sand flat where the bar extended into the 

water at low tide. We heard them before we saw them: a low, 

collective vocalization that carries across a flat beach with the 

carrying quality of a sound that is not intended to travel far 

but does anyway, the sound of a large number of animals in close 

proximity whose communication is organized around frequencies 

that travel well in water and travel well enough in air to reach 

us two hundred meters before the bar came into view. 

There were perhaps two hundred harbor seals on the bar. I am 

not practiced enough at counting moving animals in groups to give 

a reliable number, but Clara said two hundred and forty and 

Hamilton said two-fifteen and Clara’s counts in my experience are 

more reliable, so two hundred and forty. They were distributed 

across the flat in the loose groupings that harbor seals prefer 

when hauled out: not the dense packing of a stressed colony but 

the comfortable proximity of animals that are accustomed to each 

other and that are there by choice rather than by necessity. Some 

were sleeping, the posture of a sleeping harbor seal being the 

specific comma shape of a flexible mammal that has found the 

precise position that requires the minimum of muscle engagement 

to maintain. Some were alert and watching us with the large dark 

eyes of animals that have been observing things from the water 

for twelve million years and that have developed, over those 

twelve million years, a very complete taxonomy of what requires 

action and what does not. 

We did not require action. We sat on the dune above the bar 

at a distance that Clara indicated was appropriate—she had 
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clearly been thinking about this specific observation for some 

time, because she had a number in her head before we arrived—and 

we watched. 

I am going to try to describe what I observed in Hamilton 

for the next forty minutes. I am going to try to describe it 

accurately rather than sentimentally, because it is the kind of 

observation that is vulnerable to sentiment and that loses its 

meaning when it becomes sentimental. What I observed was this: 

Hamilton, sitting on a dune above a seal colony on a barrier 

island in October, was not working. He was not reading the colony 

for information. He was not constructing an argument from what he 

saw. He was not making notes, because the green field notebook 

remained in his jacket pocket, and he was not using the 

binoculars, because the binoculars were in his lap. He was simply 

looking at the seals with the quality of attention that has no 

objective. The attention that is its own end. 

I have seen him at the violin in the late evenings at 

Pinckney Street, in the years before the piece resolved, in the 

hours when the piece was becoming something that was not yet 

finished but that was clearly going to be something. There was a 

quality in those evenings that was similar to what I observed on 

the dune: not relaxation, because Hamilton’s relationship to 

relaxation is complicated, but something adjacent to it. The 

quality of a person who is present in the moment they are in 

without requiring the moment to produce anything beyond itself. 
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Clara was making rapid notes on the colony. Mary was 

watching with the fully present attention she brings to 

everything. I was watching Hamilton. 

After perhaps twenty minutes, one of the seals at the 

colony’s edge, a large male with the characteristic gray-brown 

and dark mottling of a mature harbor seal, slid into the water 

and dove and was gone. Hamilton watched the water where the seal 

had been for several minutes after it disappeared, with the 

specific patient attention he had given the sparrow: the limited 

window, the thing worth seeing, the willingness to give the 

window its full duration. 

Then, without looking at me, he said, “The sound, from the 

water side.” 

I did not immediately understand what he meant. Then I did: 

the sound we had heard two hundred meters back, the low 

collective vocalization, was the sound that filled this stretch 

of water every morning when the seals were on the bar. The same 

water he and I had run in Tavares’s skiff in the dark two weeks 

ago, reading the marsh channel from the direction of approach. 

The seals had been here then, a hundred meters offshore in the 

dark, and we had not known they were there. 

“They were there the night we ran the channel,” I said. 

“Every night. They use the bar at every stage of the season. 

They would have been there the morning Fitch was found.” He 

paused. “And they were there on November 14th, and on every 

morning in November of every year since this bar formed. Twenty 

years of mornings of seals on the bar while the cases happened 
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and the people carried what they carried.” He was quiet for a 

moment. “The island doesn’t organize itself around what happens 

on the water. The seals are here because the fish are here 

because the current structure of this bar creates the feeding 

conditions. The cases are accidental from the island’s 

perspective. The island had no part in any of it and will have no 

part in whatever comes next.” 

He said this without apparent emotion, in the tone of a man 

making a precise observation about the relationship between human 

events and the systems those events occur within. But there was 

something in it that I filed in the notebook under the category 

of things that are said without emotion and that carry emotion 

precisely because of the absence of performance around the 

carrying. The island doesn’t organize itself around what happens 

on the water. The cases are accidental from the island’s 

perspective. A man who has spent eleven years of his professional 

life organizing himself around what happens on the water, finding 

it something rather than nothing to note that the island does not 

do the same. 

I wrote it down. I did not say anything. Clara was still 

writing her colony notes. Mary was watching the seals. The 

northwest wind moved the beach grass on the dune behind us. The 

harbor seals made their sound. 

After a while longer, another seal entered the water. Then 

two more, together, in the manner of animals that have made a 

collective decision by some process of aggregate attention that 

is not visible to an outside observer but that is evidently 
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reliable: the decision rippled through a section of the colony 

and four seals slid into the water within thirty seconds of each 

other and were gone under the surface and the surface returned to 

its ordinary state as though nothing had entered it. The colony 

continued on the bar in its reduced number. The four who had gone 

were fishing, presumably, doing beneath the surface what they had 

been built for after twelve million years of iterative 

refinement. The surface gave no account of what was happening 

below it. 

I thought about the surface and what it gives no account of. 

The Cape, viewed from the surface, gives no account of the 

Wampanoag settlements beneath the colonial settlements beneath 

the fishing communities beneath the present. Rebeiro at the end 

of his pier, viewed from the surface, gave no account of what he 

was carrying beneath the ease and the patience and the fifty-year 

taxonomy. The cases we work give no account, from their surface 

presentation, of the twenty years of living that happened inside 

them. The harness in its nitrogen storage gave no account, from 

its degraded surface appearance, of the specific microscopic 

truth that Clara’s instruments had found in its gate mechanism. 

The surface is always incomplete. The instruments exist to read 

what the surface cannot give. 

Hamilton had said something once, in the early years of the 

partnership, that I had written in my journal and returned to 

many times. He had said, “the most important thing a forensic 

investigator learns is that the surface of a scene is not the 

scene. The scene is the complete record of what happened, which 
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extends in every direction from the visible surface into 

materials and times and systems that the surface does not reveal. 

The investigator’s task is not to read the surface but to find 

the instruments and the methods that extend the reading below the 

surface, into the zones where the record is complete rather than 

partial.” I had taken this, at the time, as a professional 

statement about forensic methodology. I had come to understand it 

over eleven years as something larger than that: a statement 

about the relationship between what appears and what is, and 

about the specific obligation of careful attention to close that 

gap wherever the gap can be closed. 

The seals on the bar were going about their business in the 

way that animals go about their business: without reference to 

what we were thinking about them, without performance, without 

the specific self-consciousness that makes human observation of 

human beings so complicated. They were simply there, and the fact 

of their being simply there was, in its way, a relief. Some 

things do not require reading. Some things are sufficient as they 

are. 

 

We ate on the platform in the afternoon, the food Mary had 

packed with the practical generosity that is her kitchen mode in 

all contexts: more than enough, organized so that each element 

was present when needed, nothing forgotten. The October afternoon 

sun was doing what Clara had promised: coming from the southwest 

at an angle that found the specific yellow-gold of the October 

beach grass on the dune’s western face and made it something else 
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entirely, something that was simultaneously the grass it was and 

a thing the light had made of it that was not the grass and not 

the light but the combination. I have no adequate language for 

this quality of light. The Cape has spent four months showing it 

to me and I have not found the adequate language. I continue to 

try, because the attempting is itself a kind of attention. 

Hamilton was looking at the mainland through the binoculars. 

The Chatham waterfront was visible as a dark irregular line 

against the northwest horizon, and above it the houses and the 

steeples and the water tower that constituted the specific 

skyline of a Cape town as seen from the water. He was not, I 

thought, looking for anything specific. He was looking at the 

mainland from the island’s remove in the way that the island’s 

remove makes possible: seeing the thing you live in as a thing 

that can be seen from outside. 

“Solis called this morning before we left,” he said, still 

looking at the mainland. 

“You didn’t mention it.” 

“I wanted to be here first before I did.” He lowered the 

binoculars. “The petition has been accepted for preliminary 

review. The court assigned it to a judge named Catherine Vance. 

She is the chief administrative judge for the Superior Court in 

Barnstable County, which means she was specifically assigned to 

it rather than receiving it by the ordinary rotation. Someone in 

the court’s administration understood that the ordinary rotation 

might produce a conflict of interest and arranged the assignment 

accordingly.” 
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“Fenn,” I said. 

“Fenn is on the same bench. The ordinary rotation could have 

produced him as the presiding judge on a petition that directly 

implicates him. Someone with sufficient understanding of the 

situation arranged for that not to happen.” He paused. “Solis 

does not know whether this represents an institutional 

acknowledgment of the petition’s seriousness or simply an 

administrative precaution. But Judge Vance’s assignment means the 

petition will be heard by someone with no stake in the original 

verdict.” 

“That’s significant,” Mary said. 

“It is. It is not a finding. It is not a judgment. It is the 

administrative machinery of the court responding to a specific 

situation in the way that machinery should respond when it is 

working correctly. Whether the machinery continues to work 

correctly as the petition advances and as Fenn’s legal 

representation begins to engage with it is a different question.” 

He looked at the water. “Solis said Corrigan was told this 

morning. She said he was quiet for a long time and then he said 

he needed to get back to work and he hung up.” 

Clara looked up from her notes. “That’s the right response.” 

“I thought so too,” Hamilton said. 

We ate. The afternoon advanced with the October patience of 

afternoons that are not trying to arrive anywhere, that are 

simply the time between morning and evening doing what that time 

does. The seals were still audible from the south, the collective 

sound carrying up the island on the wind. The terns had moved off 
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the channel to the outer shoals, visible at distance as a moving 

white cloud that rose and fell with the feeding movements of the 

flock. The harrier came back over the dune crest from the east, 

or a harrier did, and Hamilton noted it in the field notebook and 

said “Same bird. The wing loading is identical,” and Clara looked 

up and said “You can’t establish wing loading from a single 

flight observation.” and Hamilton said “The glide ratio is 

consistent with the morning’s bird.” and Clara said “That’s 

different from wing loading.” and Hamilton made a note. 

I wrote all of this. 

I ate and watched the mainland across the water and thought 

about the week that had ended and the one before it. Two weeks 

since Fitch was found in the marsh. It felt both longer and 

shorter than two weeks. Longer because of the density of what the 

two weeks had contained: the trap log and the letter and Tavares 

at the pier and the drive to the boat yard and Corrigan at the 

table and the harness and Steele in his garage and Warren and the 

Cayman account and Rebeiro’s name arriving in Clara’s notebook 

like a word in a sentence that had been grammatically incomplete 

without it. Shorter because the pace of the work had been such 

that the days had not had the weight that days have when the pace 

is ordinary: the two weeks felt compressed by the urgency of the 

investigation into something that was dense rather than long, a 

period of time that had accumulated more content than its 

calendar measurement suggested. 

This is something I have noticed over eleven years of this 

work: the cases change the quality of the time they occupy. A 



Gael / The Long Tide / 203 

 

slow case, one that moves through long periods of accumulation 

before the significant developments arrive, makes its weeks feel 

long. A case that moves as this one moved makes its weeks feel 

short and dense and retrospectively inadequate to the amount that 

happened in them. The same calendar week contains a different 

quantity of experience depending on what the week is organized 

around. This is not a novel observation about the phenomenology 

of time, but it is an observation I keep making, because the 

experience of making it is always new even when the observation 

is not. 

Mary said, “I have been thinking about what comes next.” 

This is a thing she does at specific intervals in the life 

of the house: she names the thing that everyone is thinking about 

and that no one has said yet, because she has concluded that the 

unsaid thing has been unsaid long enough. It is one of her 

domestic competencies. “Not the Fenn proceedings, which are what 

they are and which will proceed at their own pace. I mean the 

work. The next case. Noyes has had something in her files for a 

month that she hasn’t brought because we’ve been occupied.” 

“She mentioned it Thursday,” Hamilton said. He had not 

mentioned this to me, which meant he had been holding it in the 

way he holds things that are not yet ready to be discussed. “A 

marine salvage dispute with a death. A recreational diver found 

at the site of a reported nineteenth-century wreck off Harwich 

Port three weeks ago. The cause of death has not been established 

to the medical examiner’s satisfaction, and there is a second 

party claiming salvage rights to the wreck whose legal standing 
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is unclear and whose whereabouts at the time of the diver’s death 

have not been verified.” 

“A wreck,” Clara said, with the alertness she reserves for 

cases that involve her particular expertise. “Where off Harwich?” 

“Seven miles southeast of the inlet. The reported wreck is 

described in the historical registry as a brig named the 

Prudence, out of Nantucket, lost in the great storm of October 

1841.” He paused. “If the wreck is what it is claimed to be, it 

falls under the federal Abandoned Shipwreck Act and ownership is 

complicated. If the salvage claim is fraudulent—if the wreck is 

not the Prudence or if the claimant’s documentation is 

fabricated—then what we have is a potential homicide at the site 

of a crime.” 

“And you have a marine forensic biologist who has been doing 

saltwater materials analysis on the Cape for four months and who 

has, in the adjacent outbuilding, equipment suitable for the 

examination of nineteenth-century maritime artifacts,” Clara 

said. Not a boast: a professional observation of available 

resources, in the mode she uses for such observations. 

“I have that, yes,” Hamilton said. 

“When does Noyes need an answer?” 

“She has not asked yet. The case has been in her files for 

three weeks and she has not pressed. She is, I think, giving us 

room to finish.” He looked at the mainland across the water. “We 

are nearly finished.” 

The word sat for a moment in the afternoon air with the 

quality of a word that has been carefully selected to be true in 
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more than one direction simultaneously. Nearly finished with the 

Fitch case and its twenty-one years of consequences, which were 

in the institutional machinery now and would proceed as they 

would proceed. Nearly finished with the first season of the Cape 

work, with the specific learning of this coast and these 

communities and these tidal systems. And not finished: the Fenn 

proceedings in their early stages, the Corrigan petition before 

the court, the next case in Noyes’s files, the harrier over the 

dune, the buff-breasted sandpiper on the near bar, the left-hand 

bird on her daily approach. 

The work continues, but not tonight. Tonight the island. 

 

We ran back to Chatham in the early evening, the northwest 

wind behind us now so that the boat moved with the push of it 

rather than against it, the chop running in the same direction as 

the vessel and giving it the specific assisted progress of a boat 

with a following sea. The sky ahead of us, to the northwest, was 

doing things that the sky over the Cape does in October on clear 

evenings: the colors at the horizon going from orange at the 

level of the mainland tree line through an ascending progression 

of pinks and purples toward the dark blue of the zenith where the 

first stars were becoming visible, the whole thing happening in 

real time if you were watching, the colors shifting and deepening 

as we crossed the sound. I watched it for the entire transit and 

did not write a word, because there is a specific category of 

experience that writing helps me receive and a specific category 
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that writing would impede by placing a layer of language between 

me and the thing, and this was the latter. 

Clara was watching the sky too, binoculars down, notebook 

closed. Hamilton was at the helm with his face to the northwest 

and the expression of a man who is looking at something directly. 

Mary had her hand on my arm, which she does when she wants to 

share an experience without interrupting it. We ran north through 

the darkening sound in the following sea and said nothing and 

received what the evening had to offer, which was considerable. 

At the dock, returning Tavares’s boat to its mooring with 

the care it deserved, Hamilton paused with the lines in his hand. 

“Thank you for today,” he said. He said it to the three of 

us without distinction, which is how he says things that are 

meant collectively. It was the most emotionally direct thing he 

said on the island, which is to say it was not dramatically 

direct but was simply true, stated plainly, in the way he states 

things that are simply true and that he has decided deserve the 

plainness. 

Clara said, “The light was worth it.” 

It was. I wrote it. 

We drove home to Allen Point in the October dark. The route 

we now know by feel rather than by looking: the Chatham streets, 

the turn onto Route 28, the shortcut through the back roads that 

cuts four minutes off the drive and that Hamilton found in July 

and that we have used since without discussing it, because a good 

route, once found, becomes simply the route. The salt pond 

appeared through the trees in the headlights and then the house, 
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its windows lit by the automatic lights that have always struck 

me as one of the specific comforts of returning to a house: the 

lights that have been waiting. 

Mary made coffee. Clara went to the outbuilding to check the 

instruments and write up the island’s afternoon notes before 

sleep. Hamilton went to the study, not to work—the case 

documentation he had been organizing on Thursday was complete and 

submitted, the formal obligations of the week met—but, I 

understood from the sounds, to sit at the desk and simply be in 

the room that had been the room of the chain document and the 

blank sheet and the seven years of work that were now done and 

behind him. 

I sat at the kitchen table with my notebook and wrote the 

chapter of the day that had been accumulating since morning. The 

LeConte’s sparrow. The seals on the bar. Hamilton looking at the 

water where the seal had dove. The light on the beach grass that 

had no adequate language. Solis and the petition assigned to 

Judge Vance. The Prudence, out of Nantucket, lost in 1841, seven 

miles southeast of the Harwich inlet. 

I wrote until midnight. When I came upstairs, the study 

light was still on. I did not knock. I understood that Hamilton 

was doing what he does when a significant phase of the work ends 

and the next one has not yet begun: sitting with the quality of 

the transition, holding the completed thing before the new thing 

requires his attention. The record complete. The chapter turning. 

There is something I want to say about the difficulty of 

writing the account of a period that contains both the intense 
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activity of an investigation and the particular quality of rest 

that a day on a barrier island provides. The difficulty is one of 

proportion: the investigation occupied twelve days and the island 

occupied one, and the account of the island must not be shorter 

than the account of the investigation in a way that misrepresents 

their relative weight in the actual experience of living through 

them. The investigation was more urgent. The island was more 

necessary. These are not comparable quantities and I am not 

trying to compare them. I am only trying to note that the day on 

Monomoy will be what I remember of October on the Cape when the 

investigation’s details have softened with time, as details do, 

into the general impression of a case correctly worked. The 

sparrow on the grass stem. The seals and the sound they made. 

Hamilton looking at the water where the seal had dove. Mary’s 

hand on my arm in the following sea. The light that had no 

adequate language. These things will remain after the harness 

report and the Cayman account and Steele’s statement have 

resolved into the general impression of an institutional process 

correctly initiated. I write this not as a complaint about the 

nature of memory, which I accept, but as a record of the relative 

weights as they exist right now, before the softening begins. 

I went to bed. The northeast window was open a crack, the 

way we have kept it since May, and through it came the smell of 

the salt pond in October: the biological richness of it, the cold 

that the water has begun to carry, the particular combination 

that is not summer and not winter but the hinge between them, the 
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season acknowledging what it is and what is coming without 

ceasing to be what it is. 

On the near bar, in the dark, the left-hand bird was on her 

roost. The buff-breasted sandpiper was on his stretch of upper 

beach, eleven days into a stay that should have ended twelve days 

ago, finding in this exact location something worth the delay. 

The oystercatchers were somewhere on the bar’s south end, 

probably, making whatever comment they make about the darkness. 

The island went about its business without us. The cases 

went about theirs in the institutional channels they had found. 

The work waited in Noyes’s files. The record held what it held. 

The season advanced toward its severe phase by the incremental 

hours of its October evenings, each day’s light a few minutes 

shorter, the temperature over the sound declining by the patient 

arithmetic of the season’s mathematics, the Cape becoming, day by 

day, more itself. 

I slept. 
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Chapter Eight 

“The Prudence” 

 

Noyes came to Allen Point on Monday morning with a file 

folder, a thermos of her own coffee, and the expression she wears 

when she has been carrying something longer than she would prefer 

and is finally in a position to set it down on someone else’s 

table. She arrived at eight-thirty, having called ahead at eight, 

which is her customary lead time when she wants the people she is 

visiting to be prepared rather than surprised. I have come to 

understand Noyes’s operational preferences well enough over four 

months to interpret these signals correctly: an eight o’clock 

call for an eight-thirty arrival means she has been up since 

before six and has been organizing the material in her head for 

at least two hours and is ready to speak about it efficiently. 

This is not rudeness or impatience. It is the manner of a 

professional who respects the time of the people she works with 

and expresses that respect through preparation rather than 

through social performance. 

Hamilton was at the study desk when she arrived, and I was 

at the kitchen table finishing the account of the Monomoy chapter 

that I had begun on Saturday night and that had required Sunday 

to complete to my satisfaction. Clara was in the outbuilding. 

Mary had left at seven-thirty for her Chatham practice. The house 

was in its working morning configuration, which is the 

configuration Noyes finds it in most often and which she has, I 

think, come to find reassuring: a place where the work is always 
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in progress and where she can bring a new piece of it without 

having to establish that the context exists. 

She sat at the kitchen table and opened the file. 

“Martin Calloway,” she said. “Forty-four years old. Marine 

engineer by profession, recreational diver by practice. He had 

been diving the outer Cape and the Sound for twenty years, with 

the specific focus of someone who was interested in the 

historical record of this coast: wrecks, colonial-era debris 

fields, geological formations. He was not a treasure hunter in 

the commercial sense. He kept detailed logs of his dive sites and 

submitted observations to the historical registry and to two 

peer-reviewed maritime archaeology journals. He was the person, 

in other words, who finds things and documents them rather than 

the person who finds things and sells them.” She looked at 

Hamilton. “Three weeks ago his boat was found drifting four miles 

southeast of Harwich Port with his dive equipment on the deck and 

no sign of him. The Coast Guard found the boat at nine in the 

morning. He was in the water, at sixty feet, in his wetsuit and 

with his tank still attached. The tank had fourteen minutes of 

air remaining.” 

“He didn’t run out of air,” I said. 

“He did not. The cause of death is listed as drowning by the 

medical examiner’s preliminary finding. But the ME noted several 

anomalies in the presentation that she described, in her 

preliminary report, as, quote, inconsistent with the typical 

presentation of an accidental drowning at recreational diving 

depth. She has not revised the finding. She has simply noted the 
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inconsistency and left the case open.” Noyes looked at the file. 

“The inconsistencies are these: the body showed no evidence of 

panic, which is the usual accompaniment of a drowning that occurs 

when a diver loses air supply or buoyancy at depth. The 

musculature was relaxed at recovery, which is consistent with 

unconsciousness rather than with the active resistance that 

characterizes a drowning victim. And the weight belt.” She 

paused. “His weight belt was buckled correctly when the Coast 

Guard recovered him. A diver experiencing a buoyancy emergency or 

a loss of consciousness at depth will typically release the 

weight belt as a first response, because the belt’s release 

produces positive buoyancy and brings the diver toward the 

surface. His was still attached.” 

Hamilton was reading the ME’s preliminary report from the 

file. He read it the way he reads all medical documents: with 

full attention and without visible reaction, the face doing 

nothing that the document does not earn. He turned a page. Turned 

it back. Set the report down. 

“The water in the lungs,” he said. 

“Salt water, consistent with the dive site. The ME notes the 

quantity is consistent with rapid inhalation rather than gradual 

aspiration.” 

“Consistent with a person who was rendered unconscious at 

depth and subsequently inhaled water in the way an unconscious 

person would rather than the way a struggling person would.” 

Hamilton looked at the file. “Rapid inhalation without struggle. 

Relaxed musculature. Weight belt intact. A diver who died at 
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depth without being aware that he was dying.” He paused. 

“Something made him unconscious before the drowning.” 

“That is the ME’s concern. She cannot establish a mechanism 

from the existing evidence. There is no trauma to the head. No 

evidence of a medical event—no cardiac anomaly, no stroke 

presentation. He was in good health; his medical records show a 

physical two months before the dive that found nothing of 

concern.” Noyes set her thermos on the table with the care of 

someone who has been holding it long enough to want both hands 

free. “The toxicology screen from the initial examination was 

standard. The ME is requesting an extended screen, but those 

results take time.” 

“And the wreck,” Hamilton said. 

“Calloway was diving the site of a reported nineteenth-

century wreck. The site had been registered in the historical 

database six months ago by a man named David Sherrill, a marine 

salvage attorney operating out of New Bedford. Sherrill’s 

registration claims the wreck is the brig Prudence, out of 

Nantucket, lost in the great storm of October 1841 while carrying 

a cargo of whale oil and spermaceti products from a voyage to the 

South Atlantic.” She opened a second section of the file. 

“Sherrill filed a salvage claim on the wreck four weeks ago—one 

week before Calloway’s death. The claim asserts that the Prudence 

falls under the federal Abandoned Shipwreck Act as a historically 

significant vessel whose ownership has reverted to the state of 

Massachusetts. Sherrill’s claim argues that his documentation of 

the site and his prior investment in identification of the wreck 
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entitle him to a salvage fee from any formal archaeological 

excavation.” 

“A salvage fee from a historical shipwreck,” I said. The 

mechanism was not immediately clear to me. 

“Under the Abandoned Shipwreck Act, a wreck that meets the 

historical significance criteria belongs to the state in whose 

waters it lies. But the Act also provides for compensation to 

parties who have documented and established the location of a 

significant wreck, in the form of a finder’s fee or salvage 

percentage that is negotiated with the relevant state authority. 

Sherrill is claiming that fee. The claim requires the state to 

formally acknowledge the wreck’s identity, which requires an 

archaeological assessment, which requires that someone go down 

and look.” Noyes paused. “Calloway had been to the site twice 

before Sherrill filed the claim. He was the person in the 

maritime archaeology community who was most familiar with the 

site and most likely to be involved in any formal assessment. He 

was also, as it happens, the person most likely to challenge 

Sherrill’s identification of the wreck as the Prudence, because 

Calloway had been documenting the site for two years and had not 

been able to confirm the identification from the physical 

evidence at the site.” 

Hamilton looked at Noyes steadily. “Calloway didn’t believe 

it was the Prudence.” 

“Calloway had submitted a note to the historical registry 

three months ago stating that the wreck’s visible elements were 

not conclusively consistent with a Nantucket brig of the 1830s to 
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1840s period. He had requested additional investigation before 

any identification was made official. Sherrill’s salvage claim, 

filed the following month, explicitly cited a set of recovered 

artifacts as evidence of the identification: a ship’s bell, a 

compass housing, and a length of anchor chain. These artifacts 

are in Sherrill’s possession.” She looked at Hamilton. 

“Calloway’s last dive log, found on his boat, contains one entry. 

It says: ’Bell wrong. Return with reference.” 

The kitchen was quiet except for the sound of the October 

morning outside the window: the salt pond making its sound, the 

northwest wind in the hedge, a jay in the oak at the property 

line conducting the specific loud argument that jays conduct with 

the world at this time of year. 

“The bell is wrong,” Hamilton said. 

“That is the last thing Calloway wrote before he died.” 

 

I went to get Clara. 

This is a thing I do when a case develops a dimension that 

requires her close attention and when Hamilton is occupied with 

the overview: I go to the outbuilding and tell her what the 

situation is and let her assess whether it requires her immediate 

presence or can wait. It almost always requires her immediate 

presence, because Clara’s assessment of what requires her 

immediate presence and what can wait is calibrated by her 

professional judgment rather than by any anxiety about being 

included, and when Clara’s professional judgment says now, now is 

when she means. 
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She was at the bench with the previous season’s shorebird 

data, entering counts into the database she had been building 

since June. She looked up when I told her about Calloway and the 

bell and the salvage claim. She looked at the ceiling for a 

moment in the way she does when she is connecting a new set of 

facts to existing knowledge and the connection is taking a moment 

to establish. 

The quality of Noyes’s briefings deserves a note, because in 

four months I have received many of them and they have a 

consistent structure that reflects something essential about her 

investigative method. She does not begin with conclusions. She 

begins with facts, arranged in a sequence that makes the facts 

themselves do the work of establishing the case without requiring 

a conclusion to be announced first. She had been doing this since 

Fitch: fact, fact, fact, and then the implication of the facts 

combined, and the implication arrived with the weight of 

something that had been built rather than asserted. The ME’s 

anomalies in Calloway’s presentation were laid out in the same 

manner: not ’we think he was murdered’ but ’here is what the body 

showed, here is what it should have shown, here is the gap 

between the two, here is the ME’s notation that she cannot yet 

bridge the gap.’ The gap spoke for itself. The conclusion, 

unstated, was present in the room and required no one to state 

it. This is the method of a careful investigator. This is also, I 

have come to understand, the method Hamilton trusts above others, 

because it is his own method applied from a different 

institutional position. 
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“A ship’s bell from a Nantucket brig of the 1840s,” she 

said. “The casting method, the alloy composition, and the surface 

degradation profile after one hundred and eighty years in salt 

water at sixty feet are all specific and all verifiable. If 

Calloway thought the bell was wrong it means one of three things. 

The bell is not from the period Sherrill claims. The bell is from 

the period but not from a Nantucket brig. Or the bell is correct 

in every observable respect but its context is wrong—it did not 

come from that site.” She stood and removed her examination 

gloves. “I need to see it.” 

“Sherrill has it in New Bedford.” 

“Then we need Sherrill to bring it here or we need to go to 

New Bedford.” She picked up her field notebook. “Either way I 

need to see it before I can tell you what Calloway meant.” 

She came to the kitchen. 

Noyes looked at Clara with the expression I had seen her use 

on several occasions: the expression of a person who has 

encountered, in the course of professional dealings, someone 

whose competence significantly exceeds what the situation seemed 

to require and who is revising the situation’s requirements 

accordingly. “You can examine a nineteenth-century ship’s bell?” 

“I can tell you when it was cast, within a decade, and where 

it was cast, within a geographic region, and whether it has been 

in salt water for one hundred and eighty years or for six 

months.” Clara sat at the table. “If Calloway thought the bell 

was wrong he had a reason. He was an experienced diver with 

twenty years of documentation on this coast and two journal 
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publications on pre-Civil War wreck identification methodology. 

He did not write ’bell wrong’ carelessly.” She looked at the 

file. “Can I read the dive logs?” 

Noyes passed them across the table. 

Clara read Calloway’s logs with the speed of a scientist who 

is looking for information and who knows what form that 

information will take when she finds it: not skimming, but 

reading at the pace of someone who can distinguish instantly 

between the material that is relevant and the material that is 

background. She went through three years of logs in fifteen 

minutes. She came back to certain entries and reread them. She 

made notes in her field notebook in the small precise handwriting 

of her professional practice, which is different from her field 

observation handwriting: tighter, more formal, the handwriting of 

documentation rather than discovery. 

When she finished she said, “Calloway went to the site nine 

times over two years. His observations are consistent and 

systematic. He documented the wreck’s visible hull structure, the 

distribution of the debris field, the biological growth on the 

exposed surfaces, and the specific characteristics of the 

hardware he could observe without removing it. He was building an 

identification case the way an archaeologist builds one: from the 

physical evidence at the site, documented in situ rather than 

recovered.” She looked at her notes. “His concern about the bell 

began at the seventh dive. He wrote: ’Bell visible at bow section 

port side. Inconsistency in oxidation layer. Note for return.’ 

The eighth dive: ’Bell examined. Surface oxidation not consistent 
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with continuous submersion. Possible recent deposit.’ The ninth 

dive, the last one: ’Bell wrong. Return with reference.’” She 

looked at Hamilton. “He noticed what I would have noticed. The 

oxidation pattern on a bronze bell that has been in salt water 

for one hundred and eighty years is different from the pattern on 

a bell that has been in salt water for six months or a year. The 

surface acquires a specific patina through a sequence of chemical 

reactions that proceeds at a known rate in salt water at sixty 

feet. You cannot accelerate it artificially to a convincing 

degree because the rate is governed by the chemistry of the 

environment, which cannot be faked.” 

“The bell was placed there recently,” Hamilton said. 

“If Calloway’s observation was correct. I need to examine it 

to confirm.” She paused. “But Calloway’s observation methodology 

across nine dives is impeccable. If he wrote ’bell wrong’ he had 

seen something specific that told him the bell had not been there 

as long as everything else. And if the bell had not been there as 

long as everything else, someone put it there.” 

“Sherrill,” Noyes said. 

“Sherrill is the person with a financial interest in the 

wreck being the Prudence and with physical possession of the bell 

and the other artifacts he is using as evidence of that 

identification. If the bell is a planted artifact—if it was 

placed at the site to support a fraudulent salvage claim—then the 

wreck may not be the Prudence, and Sherrill’s documentation is 

fabricated, and the salvage claim is built on evidence he 

created.” Hamilton paused. “And a diver who had been documenting 
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the site for two years and who had just concluded that the bell 

was wrong is a diver who could destroy the claim.” 

The kitchen absorbed this. 

“Calloway,” I said. “If someone made him unconscious at 

depth.” 

“The toxicology screen,” Hamilton said to Noyes. “The 

extended screen the ME requested. How long.” 

“Two weeks from the initial request. It was requested five 

days ago.” 

“Nine days. In the meantime we need to see the bell.” He 

looked at Clara. “Can you examine it at Sherrill’s location in 

New Bedford if he will not bring it here?” 

“I can bring portable equipment to New Bedford. The initial 

examination doesn’t require the SEM. A high-magnification optical 

examination and a surface sample will tell me what I need to know 

at first pass.” 

“Then we go to Sherrill.” He looked at Noyes. “Can you 

arrange access?” 

“I can request it. His cooperation is not compelled at this 

stage—the investigation is open but not formally a homicide 

investigation, and Sherrill is not a named suspect. I can tell 

him that the physical evidence in his possession is potentially 

relevant to an open case and ask him to make it available for 

examination. Whether he complies voluntarily depends on him.” She 

paused. “If he declines, I can pursue a court order, but that 

takes time and alerts him to the investigation’s direction.” 
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“Call him today,” Hamilton said. “Before this afternoon. 

Frame it as a courtesy inquiry rather than a demand. A forensic 

biologist associated with the case would like to examine the 

artifacts as part of a routine verification process related to 

the salvage claim. Not a criminal investigation. A routine 

verification.” He paused. “Sherrill is a lawyer. He will 

understand the distinction between those framings and he will 

make a calculated decision about which response serves his 

interests. If his documentation is fraudulent, the rational 

response is to cooperate with the examination, because resistance 

creates suspicion and he will calculate that his fabricated 

evidence can withstand examination. If his documentation is 

genuine, he has nothing to lose by cooperating.” 

“And if his documentation is fraudulent and he knows it 

can’t withstand examination, he’ll refuse and you’ll know,” Noyes 

said. 

“Yes. Either outcome is informative.” 

 

Sherrill agreed to the examination. 

He agreed within two hours of Noyes’s call, which was faster 

than I had expected and which Hamilton said was the expected 

response of a man who had decided that the rational course was 

cooperation. Sherrill’s response, relayed by Noyes, was that he 

welcomed the opportunity to have the artifacts professionally 

examined, that he had been seeking a qualified examiner for some 

time, and that he could make the artifacts available at his New 

Bedford office on Wednesday morning. He said this in the language 
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of a man who is performing cooperation rather than feeling it, 

which is to say in language that was slightly too smooth and 

slightly too organized, the language of a person who had prepared 

the response before the request arrived. 

I noted this and said so. Hamilton said, “Yes. He knew the 

request was coming. Or he knew some version of it was coming. A 

man who has planted a fabricated artifact at a dive site and who 

has had three weeks to observe the official investigation into 

the death of the diver who found the fabrication would expect to 

be contacted eventually.” He was at the study desk, reading the 

file Noyes had left. “The question is whether he believes the 

fabrication will hold. If he believes it will hold, he cooperates 

and the examination produces what he expects it to produce. If he 

is uncertain, cooperation is still the rational choice because 

the appearance of cooperation reduces the likelihood that he will 

be seen as having something to hide.” 

“Either way he cooperates,” I said. “The decision tree 

produces the same branch in both cases.” 

“Which is itself informative about his assessment of his own 

exposure. A man who knew with certainty that his documentation 

was solid would have cooperated immediately and without 

reservation, in the way that a person with nothing to hide does 

not need to calculate the response before giving it. The two-hour 

gap and the slightly polished reply tells me he is managing 

rather than responding.” He turned a page. “I want to know about 

Sherrill’s professional history. Twenty years in marine salvage 
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law in New Bedford is a specific career in a specific community 

and the community will have a view of him.” 

Mary, when I described Sherrill to her at dinner on Tuesday, 

said something that I wrote down because it was the kind of 

observation that arrives in the middle of a meal and that earns 

its place in the record even though its occasion is domestic. She 

said, “A man who keeps filing after the court has said no is a 

man who cannot afford to hear no. Whether that’s because of the 

money or because of something else, the cannot-afford is the 

important thing. People who cannot afford to hear no become a 

particular kind of dangerous when the next no is the one that 

closes the last door.” She said it without drama, the way she 

says things that are simply true and that she has arrived at 

through the same observational practice she brings to her 

patients. I thought about it for the rest of the evening. A man 

who cannot afford to hear no. The two failed claims and the 

reduced practice and the malpractice settlement and then the 

third claim with the fabricated bell and the diver who had found 

the fabrication and was about to say so formally. The last door. 

I spent Tuesday afternoon on this, because it was the kind 

of research that the partnership divides according to who is 

currently available rather than according to any fixed 

assignment: I make calls, Hamilton reads documents, Clara 

examines materials, Mary notices the human texture of things. The 

New Bedford maritime community is not small, and its view of 

David Sherrill was, when I assembled it from four phone 

conversations with people in the registry office, the harbor 
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authority, and two firms that had worked opposing counsel to 

Sherrill in salvage disputes, nuanced in the way of views that 

have been calibrated over many years of professional proximity. 

Sherrill was, by the consensus of these sources, a competent 

and technically proficient salvage attorney who had built a 

successful practice on the less glamorous end of maritime law: 

insurance claims, cargo disputes, dock liability, the maintenance 

of the legal machinery that keeps a working port functioning. He 

had ventured into historical wreck salvage approximately eight 

years ago, which was later in his career than most practitioners 

who specialize in that area, and his ventures in that direction 

had been less successful than his core practice: two claims in 

seven years that had failed to meet the identification threshold 

and had been denied. The Prudence claim was his third. 

The specific view of Sherrill from within the community was 

this: a man who worked hard and billed accurately and was not 

liked in the way of a person who has made himself useful rather 

than pleasant. He had a reputation for the particular kind of 

legal persistence that is admirable in a court and exhausting in 

a professional community: the willingness to file and refile and 

appeal and seek review and continue long past the point at which 

most practitioners would have accepted the outcome. His two 

failed claims had each been pursued through every available 

appeal and had been denied at each level, costing Sherrill far 

more in attorney time than the potential fee would have 

justified. This was noted by the sources I spoke with as evidence 
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of either genuine conviction or pathological stubbornness, and 

they were divided on which. 

None of them knew him well enough to characterize him as the 

kind of person who would fabricate evidence or who would arrange 

for the death of a diver who threatened a fraudulent claim. When 

I raised the question indirectly, in the careful way of someone 

who is testing the waters without naming the specific body of 

water, the responses were either blank or specifically doubtful. 

He was not a man who inspired that kind of characterization. He 

was a man who inspired the characterization of someone who would 

pursue a legal claim past its natural end, which is a different 

kind of extremity. 

I reported this to Hamilton Tuesday evening. He received it 

with the expression he has when information is useful because it 

is incomplete rather than complete: the expression of a man who 

has been given one edge of a shape that he now needs to find the 

other edges of. 

“A man who has failed twice,” he said. “With two 

identifications that did not hold. And who is on his third 

attempt with documentation that the most qualified observer to 

examine it found questionable before the claim was filed.” He 

looked at his notes. “What was the financial state of Sherrill’s 

practice eight years ago, when he began the historical salvage 

work?” 

I had not asked this. I said so. 

“That is the question I want answered tomorrow before we go 

to New Bedford.” He looked at the ceiling. “A man who has spent 
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twenty years building a competent but unremarkable practice in a 

highly competitive field and who turns, in his mid-fifties, to 

the more speculative end of his profession, and who pursues that 

speculative work with a persistence that exceeds rational 

justification, is a man who has something to gain that exceeds 

the fee. Either the fee has become very important to him for 

reasons not visible in his professional record, or the 

identification itself has become important in a way that is not 

about the fee.” 

“Obsession,” I said. 

“Or debt.” He paused. “Or both. The two are often related.” 

 

Tuesday evening I read what I could find on the Abandoned 

Shipwreck Act and on the legal history of historical salvage 

claims in Massachusetts waters. This is the kind of research that 

takes longer than it should because the subject sits at the 

intersection of several legal domains that have been arguing with 

each other since the Act was passed in 1988 and that have 

produced a body of case law notable for its complexity and 

inconsistency. The short version, which is the version I 

retained, is this: a wreck that is embedded in the submerged 

lands of a state and that meets the historical significance 

criteria is state property, and the state may commission 

archaeological excavation, and anyone who has documented and 

registered the site may apply for a finder’s compensation 

determined by negotiation. The fee is not automatic and it is not 

large enough to have made Sherrill’s two previous attempts worth 
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the cost of his time, which perhaps explains why the third 

attempt was supported by evidence he could not obtain from the 

site itself. 

I also read Calloway’s two published papers on pre-Civil War 

wreck identification methodology, which Clara had noted as the 

papers Sherrill said he had read. The papers are precisely what 

their titles suggest: careful, systematic descriptions of the 

methods by which a diver-archaeologist can distinguish between a 

vessel of a specific historical period and one of a similar but 

different period, using the physical evidence available at the 

site. Calloway wrote with the precision of someone who has been 

doing the work for twenty years and who has thought carefully 

about what the work requires. The papers are not dramatic. They 

describe a practice of observation and documentation and cross-

reference that is essentially forensic in its methodology: the 

evidence at the site is what it is, and the interpreter’s job is 

to read it correctly and to say clearly what it does and does not 

support. I read them and thought about the man who had written 

them, lying at sixty feet with his weight belt buckled, and about 

what it means to have spent twenty years building a methodology 

for reading the truth of the seabed and to have been silenced 

before the methodology could deliver its most important verdict. 

We drove to New Bedford on Wednesday morning in the quality 

of an October morning on the South Shore that is different from 

the October mornings I had been experiencing on the outer Cape: 

the same season, different coast, the Massachusetts coast turning 

southwest from the Cape’s elbow and becoming something industrial 
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and historical and salt-bleached in a particular way that the 

Cape’s residential character does not produce. New Bedford is a 

city that has been in the whale fishery and the textile industry 

and the commercial fishing industry in sequence, each industry 

leaving its specific sediment in the architecture and the street 

plan and the human character of the place. The downtown is brick 

in the nineteenth-century American commercial mode, the 

waterfront is working in the way of a port that has never stopped 

being a port, the neighborhoods adjacent to the water have the 

quality of places that have been through several economic phases 

and that have organized themselves around surviving the 

transitions rather than around any particular version of 

prosperity. I find New Bedford more interesting than I find most 

cities its size, for reasons that have to do with the honesty of 

a place that has not tried to make itself into something other 

than what it is. 

Sherrill’s office was in a building on Acushnet Avenue, 

three floors above a shipping broker, in the mode of the New 

Bedford professional office that has been there for thirty years 

and has organized itself around function rather than impression. 

The reception area contained two chairs, a filing cabinet, and a 

wall of framed certificates that dated from the 1990s and had not 

been added to recently. The receptionist was a woman who had been 

with Sherrill for a long time, I guessed from the specific ease 

with which she moved in the space and the specific familiarity 

with which she handled the coffee-making that she performed for 

us without being asked. 



Gael / The Long Tide / 229 

 

Sherrill himself came out of the inner office before we had 

been seated for two minutes. He was fifty-two years old and 

looked fifty-two years old in the way that people who have been 

under sustained pressure look their age: not deteriorated, but 

marked. Medium height, gray at the temples, with the specific 

build of a man who was athletic in his thirties and who has 

maintained the frame without maintaining the conditioning. He 

wore the professional dress of a New Bedford maritime attorney: 

quality but not conspicuous, the clothes of someone whose clients 

are captains of industry in the literal sense and who dresses 

accordingly. He shook hands with each of us and his hand was dry 

and the handshake was brief and he was not nervous in the way I 

had been expecting. He was contained. The management was running 

underneath the surface and was not showing. 

I noted this in my notebook: the management running 

underneath and not showing. After Rebeiro, I had become 

specifically attentive to this quality. 

He led us to a conference room at the back of the office 

where the artifacts were already laid out on a padded table: a 

ship’s bell, perhaps ten inches in diameter, mounted on a 

temporary stand; a compass housing, brass, the glass cover gone 

and the interior mechanism visible as a corroded mass; and a 

length of anchor chain, eight links, heavy gauge, lying in a 

coil. The artifacts had the appearance of objects that had been 

in the sea for a long time: dark, encrusted, the surfaces 

carrying the layered deposits of biological and chemical 
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processes. Clara set her equipment bag on the corner of the table 

and looked at the bell without touching it. 

Sherrill said, “I recovered these personally from the site, 

over three separate dives in June and July. The bell was the most 

significant find. The bell’s provenance, in combination with the 

compass housing design and the chain gauge, is consistent with a 

Nantucket brig of the 1835 to 1845 period.” He said it in the 

tone of a man who has said it many times and who has organized it 

into a presentation that addresses the most likely objections in 

sequence. “I have the documentation of the recovery in the file.” 

Clara said, “I’ll need to examine the bell first. May I 

touch it?” 

“Of course.” 

She put on examination gloves and picked up the bell with 

both hands, turning it to examine the surface. She set it down 

and took her portable magnifier from the bag, a high-quality 

loupe with an integrated LED ring light, and examined the bell’s 

surface at the base and at the shoulder and at the crown. She 

examined the clapper where it hung inside. She turned the bell 

upside down and examined the inside of the bowl. She did all of 

this without speaking, with the systematic attention of her 

professional practice, while Sherrill watched and Hamilton 

watched and I wrote. 

She set the bell down and looked at the compass housing. She 

examined it for less time than the bell, making one note in her 

field notebook, and set it back. She picked up the chain and ran 

two of the links through her fingers with the specific tactile 
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attention of a materials scientist who is reading surface 

information through the fingertips as well as through the eyes. 

Then she looked at Sherrill. 

“I would like to take a surface sample from the bell,” she 

said. “A small scraping from the oxidation layer at the base. 

Non-destructive, approximately two millimeters in diameter. I’ll 

need your permission for that.” 

Sherrill had been watching Clara examine the artifacts with 

the close attention of a man who is reading the examination for 

information about its direction. He had seen what she had spent 

more time on and what she had spent less time on. He said, “You 

want the sample from the bell specifically.” 

“Yes.” 

He was quiet for a moment. The management was still running 

underneath. “Is this related to the identification of the wreck, 

or to the other matter?” 

“Both,” Hamilton said. 

Sherrill looked at Hamilton. He was doing the assessment 

that a lawyer does when he needs to understand the position of 

the person he is dealing with: not hostile, but precise, the 

evaluation of a man who has spent his career understanding what 

people want and what they are prepared to give in order to get 

it. He looked at Hamilton for a moment and then back at Clara. 

“Take the sample,” he said. 

Clara took it. She collected the scraping in a sample tube 

with the care of someone who understands that a two-millimeter 

scraping contains everything the analysis requires and that 
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contaminating it would require a second sample and a second 

conversation that no one in the room wanted to have. She labeled 

the tube and placed it in her bag. 

Sherrill said, “What are you going to find?” 

The question was direct in the way of a man who has decided 

that the performance of cooperation requires the appearance of 

candor. Hamilton looked at him for a moment before answering. 

“I don’t know what the sample will show,” Hamilton said. 

“What I know is that the diver who had the most detailed 

knowledge of this wreck site made a note on his last dive that 

the bell was inconsistent with the site’s other physical 

evidence. Whether that note reflects a real inconsistency or a 

mistaken observation is what the sample will help us determine.” 

He paused. “Mr. Sherrill, how did you learn about the wreck 

site?” 

The question arrived at a different angle than the artifacts 

examination had been pointing toward, which is the effect 

Hamilton intends when he redirects a conversation: the person 

being redirected has been tracking the previous direction and the 

new direction produces a brief recalibration that is itself 

informative. 

Sherrill recalibrated for just over a second. “Historical 

research. The Nantucket historical society has records of vessels 

lost in the 1841 storm. The Prudence is one of seventeen vessels 

documented as lost. The historical registry’s database of 

reported wreck coordinates includes a sonar anomaly at the site 

that had been recorded by a survey vessel years ago but never 
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formally investigated. I matched the coordinates to the 

historical record and filed the site registration in June.” 

“Calloway had been to the site before your registration,” 

Hamilton said. 

“I am aware of that.” 

“His dive logs indicate nine visits over two years, 

beginning eighteen months before your registration.” 

“A diver documenting a site does not constitute a claim on 

the site. The registration process is open to any qualified 

party.” He said it in the language of someone who has been 

advised by counsel, which is to say by himself, and who is 

stating a legal position rather than answering a question. 

“Did you know Calloway?” 

Another recalibration, smaller this time. “I knew of him. 

His publications in the maritime archaeology journals were 

relevant to my research on the Prudence identification. I had 

read two of his papers on pre-Civil War wreck identification 

methodology.” 

“Did you know he had filed a note with the historical 

registry expressing doubt about the site’s identification?” 

“I was aware of the note. It was a preliminary observation, 

not a formal challenge. The registry’s own assessment was that 

the note did not constitute a basis for delaying a legitimate 

salvage claim.” He was still contained. The management was 

running. “Mr. Hamilton, I understand what you are implying. I 

want to be clear: I had no contact with Martin Calloway before 

his death and I have no knowledge of the circumstances of his 
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death beyond what has been reported in the press. My claim is 

legally and factually supported. The artifacts speak for 

themselves.” 

“Yes,” Hamilton said. “They do.” 

He said it with the quality he reserves for statements that 

carry more than their surface meaning and that the person 

receiving them is meant to understand carry more. Sherrill 

received it. The management, for a fraction of a second, showed 

at the surface before going back under. 

We thanked him for his time and left. 

 

I want to spend a moment on the examination itself before I 

describe the drive back, because the examination was one of those 

occasions that are worth describing for what they reveal about 

the person conducting them rather than only for the information 

they produce. Clara at an examination table is a particular thing 

to observe. She moves in a way that other scientists I have known 

do not move: with the specific economy of someone who has learned 

to minimize the gap between what she intends and what she does, 

so that there is no visible deliberation between deciding to look 

at something and looking at it. The movements are deliberate but 

they do not look deliberate; they look inevitable, the way a 

musician’s movements on an instrument look inevitable when the 

musician has internalized the instrument deeply enough that the 

deliberation has become automatic. She looked at the bell for 

forty seconds before she touched it. I do not know what she saw 

in those forty seconds. She never fully narrates the pre-contact 
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phase of her examinations, on the grounds that what she observes 

before contact is often not fully articulable until after the 

contact examination has given it context. But I have watched her 

long enough to understand that the forty seconds is not 

hesitation. It is preparation of a particular kind: the reading 

of an object’s history from its appearance, the construction of a 

set of questions that the examination will then attempt to 

answer. 

We drove north on Route 6 with Clara’s sample in the 

equipment bag and the October afternoon light coming through the 

windshield at the angle that makes the highway median’s scrub oak 

look like it is on fire. Clara was in the back seat with her 

field notebook open, writing up the examination with the speed of 

documentation that must happen while the details are still 

specific rather than general. Hamilton drove. I wrote. 

“The bell,” Clara said, from the back seat. 

“Tell me.” 

“Calloway was right. I didn’t need the sample to know it, 

though the sample will confirm it. The oxidation layer at the 

base of the bell has a different texture from the oxidation on 

the compass housing and the chain. The bell has been in salt 

water, but not for the same duration as the other artifacts. The 

surface microstructure of the bell’s patina is consistent with 

submersion of six to eighteen months rather than one hundred and 

eighty years. The compass housing and the chain are genuinely 

old. The bell is not.” She turned a page. “Someone acquired a 

nineteenth-century ship’s bell, or an object presented as one, 
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and placed it at the site within the past year and a half. The 

most likely point of placement is the period between Sherrill’s 

historical research and his site registration in June, when he 

would have had reason to establish the identification and the 

opportunity to dive the site unseen.” 

“The bell didn’t have to be genuine nineteenth century,” I 

said. “It just had to look it.” 

“It looks it from a distance. The surface treatment—the 

patina—has been applied artificially, with some competence. The 

compass housing and the chain are genuine because they were 

already at the site, part of the actual wreck’s debris field, and 

they are consistent with a nineteenth-century vessel of some 

kind. Sherrill found a real wreck and fabricated its specific 

identity by planting an artifact that told the story he needed to 

tell.” Clara closed her notebook. “The sample will confirm the 

timeline at the laboratory level. But Calloway’s observation was 

correct. He noticed the inconsistency and noted it and the 

notation cost him his dive.” 

The word landed in the car with its particular weight. His 

dive. Not his life yet—we did not have the mechanism that made 

Calloway’s dive his last, and the extended toxicology was still 

nine days away. But the bell had told Calloway something was 

wrong and the something being wrong had, by whatever chain of 

events the investigation would establish, resulted in Calloway 

not coming back from the water. 

“Sherrill,” I said. “His financial state. You said Tuesday 

evening you wanted that answered before New Bedford.” 
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“I made a call this morning before we left,” Hamilton said. 

“A contact at the New Bedford registry. Sherrill’s practice took 

a significant a financial hit from a malpractice finding in a 

cargo dispute case. The finding was upheld on appeal the 

following year. The settlement was not public but the registry 

contact estimated, from the circumstances, that it was 

substantial. His practice has been operating at reduced capacity 

since then.” He looked at the road. “A man with a reduced 

practice and a history of failed salvage claims, attempting a 

third claim with fabricated evidence at a site that a qualified 

observer was about to formally challenge.” 

“And the fee from a legitimate Abandoned Shipwreck Act claim 

on a Nantucket whale-oil brig,” I said. “What would that be 

worth?” 

“The Prudence’s documented cargo at the time of its loss in 

1841 was valued in contemporary accounts at approximately twelve 

thousand dollars, which in current terms represents a significant 

historical artifact assemblage. A salvage fee on a formal 

archaeological excavation of that assemblage would be negotiated 

but could be in the range of several hundred thousand dollars, 

depending on the excavation’s scope and the state’s assessment of 

the claimant’s contribution.” He paused. “Enough to resolve a 

significant financial difficulty, if the claim succeeded.” 

“And the claim can only succeed if the wreck is the 

Prudence.” 

“Which it is almost certainly not. The bell is fabricated. 

The identification rests primarily on the bell. Calloway knew the 
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bell was wrong and was going to say so formally and the formal 

challenge would have destroyed the identification and with it the 

claim.” Hamilton looked at the highway ahead. “Sherrill is the 

person who planted the bell. Sherrill is the person with the 

specific financial motive to prevent Calloway from formalizing 

his objection. The physical evidence and the motive are both 

present. The mechanism—how Calloway was made unconscious at 

depth—is still unknown.” 

“The toxicology,” I said. 

“Nine days. In the meantime I want to know whether Sherrill 

dives.” 

Clara said, from the back seat, without looking up: “He has 

a commercial diving certification. It was listed on his salvage 

claim registration as part of his qualifications for site 

documentation.” 

Hamilton glanced at the rearview mirror. “How long have you 

known that?” 

“Since Monday evening. I read the registration document 

Noyes included in the file.” She looked up briefly. “I thought 

you knew.” 

“I knew he had dived the site. I didn’t know the 

certification.” He was quiet for a moment. “A certified diver who 

has dived the site and who knows the site’s depth and the 

conditions and the exact location of the wreck and who had, at 

the time of Calloway’s death, a strong motive to prevent Calloway 

from returning to the site with the reference materials that 

would have confirmed the bell was wrong.” 
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The highway ran north through the October afternoon. The 

light was going toward the horizontal. The scrub oak median 

burned its specific orange. I wrote in the notebook and thought 

about Martin Calloway at sixty feet in his wetsuit with his 

weight belt buckled and his tank with fourteen minutes of air, 

lying on the bottom of Nantucket Sound in the relaxed posture of 

unconsciousness while the surface above him went about its 

indifferent business. 

“We need to find out whether Sherrill was on the water the 

morning Calloway died,” Hamilton said. “His vessel registration, 

his dock records, any witness who was at the Harwich Port marina 

that morning.” He called Noyes on the car’s system and she 

answered on the second ring and he told her what we needed. She 

said she would have it by morning. 

Clara said, “Pops.” 

Hamilton glanced in the rearview mirror again. “Mm.” 

“The real wreck. Whatever it actually is, it has been on the 

bottom for a very long time and it has a debris field with 

genuine nineteenth-century artifacts in it. Whatever happened 

with the bell and the claim and Calloway, the wreck itself is 

real.” She paused. “When this is over I would like to go look at 

it properly.” 

Hamilton drove for a moment. “With Calloway’s logs?” 

“Calloway documented it for two years. His logs are the best 

record of the site that exists. If the claim is fraudulent and 

the identification is wrong, the wreck is still there and it 

still needs to be identified correctly. That work needs to be 
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done by someone who can do it without a financial interest in the 

outcome.” She looked at the window. “Calloway was going to do it. 

Someone prevented him. Someone should finish what he started.” 

I wrote this down. It was the most personal thing Clara had 

said in connection with a case in four months, and it was 

entirely in her register: not an emotional statement but a 

professional one, the statement of a scientist who has identified 

work that needs to be done and who is naming herself as the 

person who will do it. The emotion was present as the foundation, 

not the surface. 

We drove north. The afternoon went about its business. The 

case was one week old and it had already found its center, which 

is faster than some cases find it and appropriate to a case in 

which the center had been present at the beginning, waiting for 

the instruments to confirm it. Nine days until the toxicology. In 

the meantime, dock records and marina witnesses and the 

particular question of whether a certified diver named David 

Sherrill had been on the water southeast of Harwich Port on the 

morning that Martin Calloway had gone down to look at a bell that 

was wrong and had not come back up. 

The light continued its October angle through the 

windshield. The case continued its October work. The salt pond at 

Allen Point was four miles north and would be in its late-

afternoon configuration when we arrived, the tidal current 

running in the channel below the bluff, the left-hand bird making 

her approach over the bar in the manner she had made it every 

morning and evening of the five months we had known her, the 
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method entirely her own, the compensation indistinguishable from 

intention. 

We went home. 
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Chapter Nine 

“The Screen” 

 

The nine days between Wednesday and the following Friday had 

the quality of time that a case produces when the outcome is 

known in principle but not yet in fact, and when the knowing-in-

principle is sufficient to keep the mind engaged but insufficient 

to produce the next action. I have experienced this quality of 

time in medical contexts: the period between a significant test 

and its results, when the clinical picture suggests a diagnosis 

strongly enough that the physician has already begun to organize 

the management plan, but when the test is the threshold that 

separates the management plan from a course of action. The case 

could not proceed to its next stage until the toxicology screen 

returned. Everything else waited in an orderly queue behind that 

threshold. 

We were not idle in those nine days. Clara ran the surface 

sample from the ship’s bell through a full analysis sequence in 

the outbuilding, beginning with the optical microscopy that had 

told her on the drive back from New Bedford what the sample would 

confirm, and proceeding through X-ray diffraction spectroscopy 

and a carbon isotope ratio analysis that would establish the age 

of the bronze’s constituent copper and tin with a precision that 

the optical examination could not match. The XRD analysis 

produced results by Thursday. The carbon isotope analysis 

required the full nine days. Both confirmed what Calloway’s 

forty-second observation at the dive site had told him: the bell 



Gael / The Long Tide / 243 

 

had been cast within the past twenty years, not in the 1840s, and 

had been treated with an accelerated patination process that 

produced the visual appearance of long submersion without the 

chemical reality of it. The treatment was competent but not 

sophisticated, which Clara said was consistent with the work of a 

person who had researched the technique rather than practiced it, 

a person who had found the method and applied it carefully but 

who had not had the opportunity to understand where the 

technique’s visible results diverged from genuine long-term 

oxidation at the microscopic level. 

Noyes returned the dock records on Thursday morning. The 

Harwich Port marina maintained electronic access logs for its 

berths, a system installed recently that recorded entry and exit 

times for all vessels via a transponder system. Sherrill kept his 

vessel, a twenty-two-foot center-console dive boat named the 

Meridian, at slip fourteen. The log for the morning of Martin 

Calloway’s death showed the Meridian departing at five forty-

seven AM and returning at ten twenty-two AM. The Coast Guard’s 

initial report placed Calloway’s boat as found drifting at nine-

oh-three AM. Sherrill had been on the water from before six until 

after ten. He had been on the water during the window in which 

Calloway had gone to the bottom and not come back. 

I wrote this in my notebook with the deliberate care I bring 

to writing facts that are the key facts of a case: the specific 

times, the specific log record, the relationship between the log 

times and the Coast Guard’s times. Five forty-seven to ten 

twenty-two. Nine oh-three. The Meridian was on the water when 
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Calloway died. Sherrill was on the water when Calloway died. 

These are not the same as saying Sherrill killed Calloway; they 

are the same as saying the mechanism that killed Calloway, 

whatever it was, could have been delivered by a person on a dive 

boat southeast of Harwich Port at some point between five forty-

seven and nine in the morning. Which is what the toxicology 

screen would eventually tell us it had been. 

Hamilton read the dock log record without expression and 

made a note and put the paper down and said, “We wait for the 

screen.” 

We waited. 

 

The nine days were not simply waiting in the sense of days 

without content. The primary threshold had not yet been crossed, 

but the ordinary life of the house and the Cape continued, which 

is itself worth recording. The Cape in the second and third weeks 

of October undergoes a transition that is slower than the 

transition of the New England interior but that is equally 

complete: the tourist population, which had been declining since 

Labor Day, reaches approximately zero, and the year-round 

population is revealed in its actual dimensions, which are 

smaller than the summer suggests and more coherent. The road that 

had been a line of stopped vehicles in July is empty by mid-

October. The restaurant on Route 28 that had an hour wait in 

August has its full parking lot available and its same quiet 

staff and its same excellent chowder. The Cape becomes the place 

it is when it is not performing for anyone, and this version of 



Gael / The Long Tide / 245 

 

it, I have come to understand over four months, is the version 

worth knowing. 

Hamilton went out before dawn three mornings in those nine 

days, twice with Clara and once alone. The once alone was a 

Tuesday, and I knew where he had gone from the direction he 

walked when he came back: the bluff path, down to the channel, 

the marsh in the early light. He was there for perhaps an hour 

and he came back with the green field notebook open in his hand 

and he sat at the kitchen table and wrote for twenty minutes 

without speaking. I did not ask what he had seen. He would tell 

me if it was something that required telling. If it was something 

he needed to hold alone for a while, the holding was its own 

appropriate thing. I made coffee and wrote in my own notebook and 

the morning went about its business. 

The nine days were not entirely consumed by the Prudence 

case. The Cape, in the second week of October, produces its own 

requirements that are not related to any investigation and that 

the four of us had organized our lives around meeting. Mary had 

her practice. I had my MGH Tuesday, my Orleans patients on Monday 

and Thursday. Clara had the shorebird season’s final 

documentation to complete before the migration ended: counts, 

behavioral observations, the closing entries in the database that 

had been running since June. Hamilton had the field notebook, and 

the mornings, and the left-hand bird on the bar. 

There was also, on Thursday of the first waiting week, the 

Corrigan petition’s first hearing. 
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Judge Vance held a preliminary hearing on the petition on 

Thursday morning in Barnstable. Hamilton and I attended. Solis 

was there with Corrigan, who wore the clothes of a man who had 

taken care with his appearance for an occasion that mattered to 

him without having very many occasions in his life that required 

it: a jacket slightly too formal for his build, a tie knotted 

with the specificity of a man who had practiced the knot rather 

than arrived at it automatically. He sat beside Solis with his 

hands on the table and his face arranged in the controlled 

expression I had seen in the Harwich boat yard: the expression of 

a man who has decided that the most useful thing he can do is 

receive what is happening and not permit himself to anticipate 

it. 

The hearing was preliminary in the formal sense, which means 

it addressed procedural questions rather than substantive ones: 

the admissibility of the new evidence, the standing of the 

petition given the denial, the identification of the parties who 

would be permitted to respond. Judge Vance was a tall woman in 

her late fifties whose manner on the bench had the quality I 

associate with practitioners who have been doing this for long 

enough that the performance of authority has been entirely 

replaced by the thing itself. She asked precise questions and 

received precise answers and did not ask for more than she 

needed. She admitted the new evidence—Clara’s report and Steele’s 

statement—as appropriate materials for consideration in the post-

conviction review. She acknowledged the denial’s procedural 

grounds and noted, without elaborating, that the new evidence 
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presented circumstances that the procedural grounds were not 

designed to address. 

She asked whether the respondent had been notified. 

The respondent, in a post-conviction review petition, is the 

office of the district attorney in whose jurisdiction the 

original conviction was obtained. The Barnstable County DA’s 

office had been notified, and a representative was present: a 

young assistant DA who had clearly been assigned to the matter 

recently and who had not had time to fully familiarize herself 

with the case record, a fact that was visible in the quality of 

her responses to Judge Vance’s questions, which were accurate in 

what they said and incomplete in what they did not say. 

I watched this and wrote in my notebook: the DA’s office has 

sent a junior representative to a preliminary hearing on a case 

whose implications, if the petition proceeds, involve the conduct 

of a sitting Superior Court judge. The junior representative may 

be the result of the office not yet fully understanding what it 

has, or the result of the office understanding very well what it 

has and having decided not to commit senior resources until it 

knows which direction the proceeding will go. Both 

interpretations were available. 

Hamilton, beside me, was reading the same signs. He said 

nothing. 

Judge Vance set a response deadline for thirty days. She 

said she would review the submitted materials during that period 

and would schedule a substantive hearing if the preliminary 

review supported one. She adjourned. 
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Corrigan stood when the session ended and did not 

immediately leave the room. He stood at the defense table and 

looked at the bench for a moment, at the room that had been 

organized around the question of his case for the second time in 

his life, and his face did something that I did not record in the 

notebook because it was a thing that belonged to him rather than 

to the case record. Solis touched his arm. He nodded once and 

they went out. 

I want to record something about Corrigan in that courtroom 

that I did not record in the shorthand of the moment, because it 

requires more than shorthand. He sat beside Solis at the defense 

table for forty-five minutes in a hearing that was procedural in 

nature and that offered him nothing conclusive: no finding, no 

judgment, no restoration, only the beginning of a process that 

might eventually produce a finding. He sat for forty-five minutes 

with his hands on the table and his face arranged in the 

controlled expression of a man who has decided that the most 

useful thing he can do is receive and not anticipate. And I 

watched him and I thought about what it means to have spent 

twenty-one years organizing oneself around a situation that the 

institutions repeatedly declined to address, and to then find 

oneself in a room where an institution was addressing it, and to 

not know yet whether the addressing would produce the outcome the 

situation deserved. The controlled expression was not suppression 

of feeling. It was the management of feeling by a man who had 

learned, over twenty-one years, that feeling expressed 

prematurely expended energy that the waiting required. He was 
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conserving. He was, as Solis would later say, a man who knows how 

to wait. I wrote this at the back of the notebook in the corridor 

after he had left, in small writing, because it felt like a 

private observation that nevertheless belonged in the record. 

In the corridor, Solis said to Hamilton: “Thirty days. Vance 

will read the materials herself before the response deadline. She 

will not wait for the DA’s response before forming a view.” 

“No,” Hamilton said. 

“The report is very good. Enright is very good.” She paused. 

“Whatever Fenn’s counsel files in response, the report will be 

the thing that determines whether we get a substantive hearing.” 

“And the substantive hearing will be the thing that 

determines whether the conviction is reviewed on its merits.” 

Hamilton looked at the corridor, at Corrigan’s back as he moved 

through the courthouse’s morning traffic toward the exit. “How is 

he.” 

“Managing,” Solis said. “He doesn’t talk about it much. He 

goes to work. He calls me every three days exactly and asks if 

there is anything new and I tell him what I can tell him and he 

says thank you and hangs up.” She paused. “I have had clients who 

asked me every three hours. He calls every three days. That tells 

you something about how he has organized himself around waiting.” 

“Twenty-one years of it,” I said. 

“Yes. He knows how to wait.” She collected her files. “I’ll 

call when the response is filed.” 

She went. We went. The courthouse morning continued around 

us, the ordinary machinery of an institution that processes the 
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accumulated weight of human difficulty and tries to do so 

correctly and sometimes manages it and sometimes does not, and 

that goes about this work every day without knowing in advance 

which kind of day it is having. 

 

The surface sample’s carbon isotope analysis came back on 

Thursday of the second week. Clara called me into the outbuilding 

at two in the afternoon and showed me the data on her screen and 

translated it: the bell was a contemporary casting, produced with 

bronze of modern composition, within the past fifteen to twenty 

years. Not the 1840s. Not even close. A bell manufactured in the 

late twentieth or early twenty-first century, treated with an 

accelerated patination process, and placed at the dive site to 

support an identification that the site’s genuine evidence could 

not have supported. 

The toxicology screen came back on Friday morning. 

Noyes called Hamilton at eight-fifteen. I was at the study 

desk when he took the call, and I watched his face, which does 

not change quickly when information arrives, but which changes, 

and which I have learned to read across the range of its changes. 

The change that happened on Friday morning was small and 

specific: a settling, the specific settling of a man whose 

hypothesis has been confirmed by the instrument he was waiting 

for and who can now proceed. 

He set the phone down and looked at me. 

“Sucrose acetate isobutyrate,” he said. “SAIB. A food-grade 

additive used commercially as a density agent in beverages, but 
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also synthesized in higher concentrations as a sedative compound 

for use in controlled veterinary applications. At a sufficient 

concentration, dissolved in water, inhaled through a breathing 

apparatus at depth, it produces rapid unconsciousness without the 

cardiac effects that would show on a standard toxicology screen. 

The extended screen found it in the lung tissue.” He paused. “The 

ME is revising the finding to homicide.” 

The kitchen was quiet. Outside the window the salt pond was 

doing its late-October thing: the surface dark and textured by 

the northwest wind, the marsh grass gold at the margins, the 

light at this hour coming at a low angle that found the water’s 

surface and made something of it that the higher-angle light of 

earlier seasons did not. The left-hand bird was on the near bar 

in her mid-morning position, visible at this distance as a dark 

specific shape above the particular dark of the water. 

“SAIB in the breathing apparatus,” I said. I had the medical 

dimension of this immediately and it was not complicated: a 

substance dissolved in the water of a diving regulator’s 

mouthpiece, inhaled with the first breath at depth, producing 

unconsciousness within seconds, the diver losing consciousness 

before any awareness of distress, the weight belt keeping him at 

depth while the unconsciousness became what unconsciousness at 

sixty feet becomes. It was not a difficult method for someone 

with access to the diver’s equipment and knowledge of the 

compound and a medical or scientific literacy. It was, in fact, a 

precise and calibrated method. Not the method of a man who had 

reached his last door in a panic. The method of a man who had 
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researched a way out of his situation with the same persistence 

he had applied to two failed salvage claims and a third one that 

he was not willing to let fail. 

I want to be careful about how I describe the medical 

dimension of what the SAIB finding told us, because it would be 

easy to describe it in a way that emphasizes the mechanism over 

the person, and the person deserves to not be reduced to his 

mechanism of death. Martin Calloway went to the water at sixty 

feet on a Sunday morning to do what he had been doing for twenty 

years: to look at something carefully and record what he saw. He 

had his regulator and his wetsuit and his tank and his weight 

belt and his dive log, and he had three words written in his log 

that told anyone who found the log exactly what had brought him 

back to the site that morning and what he expected to find. The 

mechanism that killed him was designed to produce the quality of 

unconsciousness that would make his death look like nothing, 

because a diver who loses consciousness at depth in the absence 

of an obvious emergency produces the specific presentation that 

the ME had flagged as anomalous: the relaxed musculature, the 

intact weight belt, the water in the lungs in the quantity and 

quality of a person who inhaled rather than struggled. The 

mechanism was chosen to make the death invisible. What made the 

death visible was the ME’s refusal to accept an anomalous 

presentation at face value, and Calloway’s own careful three-word 

notation, and the twenty years of careful work that had taught 

him to notice the thing that was inconsistent with everything 
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else. The person and the work together produced the visibility. 

That is the thing the mechanism’s designer did not account for. 

“Access to the equipment,” Hamilton said. “Calloway’s 

regulator. The compound had to be introduced before the dive. Not 

at depth, because the concentration would have dissipated in the 

open water. In the mouthpiece, at the surface, in the period 

between the diver gearing up and the diver entering the water.” 

He looked at his notes. “Calloway’s standard practice, from his 

dive logs, was to prepare his equipment on the boat deck and then 

enter the water from the stern. He dived alone, which is not 

recommended practice but which experienced recreational divers 

often do on familiar sites. He would have been the only person on 

his boat in the preparation period.” 

“Unless someone else was on the boat.” 

“Or unless the equipment had been accessed before Calloway 

arrived at the site.” He looked at Noyes’s dock records. 

“Calloway’s boat was kept at the same Harwich Port marina as 

Sherrill’s. Slip nine, two hundred meters from slip fourteen. If 

Sherrill had access to the dock, he had access to Calloway’s boat 

in the days before the dive.” 

“The marina’s access logs,” I said. 

“The transponder system records vessel exits and entries but 

not dock access. A person on foot entering the marina after the 

gate hours would not be recorded by the transponder system.” He 

paused. “But there may be dock camera footage. Noyes is on it.” 

He was already reaching for his phone. 
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He called Noyes. She answered immediately and he told her 

about the SAIB finding and the equipment access question and the 

camera footage. She said the marina had a security camera at the 

main gate and another at the fuel dock. The camera coverage of 

the individual slips was not comprehensive. She would request the 

footage for the week before Calloway’s death and would have an 

answer on coverage by the afternoon. 

He set the phone down and stood at the window and looked at 

the pond for a moment. 

“It’s a careful method,” he said. Not admiringly: 

analytically, the way he identifies the properties of any 

significant evidence. “SAIB is used in food production and is not 

a controlled substance. It can be obtained without a prescription 

and without a record from any of several legitimate commercial 

sources. The concentration required to produce rapid 

unconsciousness in a regulator mouthpiece is calculable from 

published medical literature. The effect at depth is irreversible 

in the sense that a diver who loses consciousness at sixty feet 

does not return to the surface without assistance. The method 

leaves a trace only in the lung tissue, and only if the medical 

examiner specifically requests an extended toxicology that 

includes novel sedative compounds.” He paused. “If the ME had not 

flagged the anomalies in Calloway’s presentation, the extended 

screen would not have been requested and the SAIB would not have 

been found and the cause of death would have remained accidental 

drowning.” 

“He almost got away with it.” 
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“He would have gotten away with it if Calloway had been a 

less experienced diver or if the ME had been less observant.” 

Hamilton looked at the bird on the bar. “A man who cannot afford 

to hear no, choosing a method that was likely to produce an 

accidental finding and that was designed to produce no result at 

all if the accidental finding was accepted. The calculation was 

reasonable given what he knew. What he did not know was that this 

ME would not accept an anomalous presentation without documenting 

it, and that the documentation would eventually produce an 

extended screen.” He turned from the window. “And what he also 

did not know was that Calloway had been documenting the site for 

two years with the methodological precision of a trained 

scientist, and that the dive log entry he made on his last dive 

would be found by Noyes and would tell us exactly what he had 

seen and why it mattered.” 

I thought about this. About the specific chain of 

observation and documentation that had led from Calloway’s forty-

second look at a bell to the ME’s anomaly flag to the extended 

toxicology to the finding of SAIB in the lung tissue. Each step 

requiring the previous step. Each step the product of someone 

doing their work carefully and thoroughly and without knowing 

that the careful thorough work was building toward this specific 

result. The record accumulating itself through the independent 

actions of independent observers, each of whom had simply done 

what their training and their professionalism required them to 

do. This is the thing that cases depend on and that cannot be 
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manufactured: the chain of careful work that does not know it is 

a chain until you can see it from above. 

I wrote: The chain of careful work. Calloway at the site for 

two years. The ME who would not accept an anomalous presentation. 

Clara who could read the patina on a bell. Noyes who got the dock 

records. The account holds what we put in it. The work of the 

people who do their work carefully is the foundation of 

everything else. 

 

Noyes called back at four with the camera footage result. 

The marina’s main gate camera had recorded Sherrill’s entry at 

eleven-twenty PM on the Thursday evening before Calloway’s death, 

which was three days before the Saturday morning when Calloway 

had gone to the site. He had entered on foot, without his vessel, 

and had been on the dock for forty-one minutes before departing. 

The camera at the fuel dock, which covered a partial view of the 

slip area, showed a figure consistent with Sherrill’s physical 

description moving along the dock in the direction of slips eight 

through twelve at eleven thirty-one PM. The figure was not 

clearly identifiable from the camera angle, but the physical 

characteristics—height, build, gait—were consistent. 

“Forty-one minutes on the dock at eleven-thirty PM,” I said. 

“In the marina where Calloway kept his boat.” 

“Three days before Calloway’s death.” Hamilton was writing. 

“Time enough to access the regulator mouthpiece and introduce the 

compound and be gone before anyone was on the dock. The SAIB in 

solution is stable for several days at the concentrations 
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required. It would have remained effective in the mouthpiece from 

Thursday evening to Sunday morning.” He looked at his notes. 

“Noyes has the dock log, the camera footage, the ME’s revised 

finding, the SAIB result, and Clara’s bell analysis. That is 

sufficient for a warrant.” 

“She’s applying tonight?” 

“She applied at three,” he said. He had known the warrant 

was in process before the call about the camera footage. He had 

told Noyes about the SAIB finding at eight-fifteen and she had 

moved immediately, the way she always moves when the evidence 

achieves the threshold she has been building toward. The warrant 

request was drafted and submitted before the camera footage came 

in; the footage was additional support for a request that was 

already in motion. 

The warrant was issued at six-fifteen Friday evening. 

Sherrill was taken into custody at his New Bedford office at 

seven-forty PM by the New Bedford PD in coordination with Noyes, 

who was present at the arrest. Clara’s bell analysis and the 

toxicology finding were the primary evidence. The dock camera 

footage and the access log were supporting evidence. The case was 

not, at the moment of arrest, complete in the sense that every 

detail was documented; it was complete in the sense that the 

threshold had been crossed, the evidence was sufficient for the 

charge, and the further work of building the case for trial would 

proceed through the institutional channels from here. 

Noyes called Hamilton at eight o’clock with the arrest 

confirmed. 
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He was in the study. I heard the call end and heard him put 

the phone down, and then I heard a sound I had not heard in a 

while and that I recognized immediately: the violin. Not a piece, 

not the specific work of someone developing a composition. A 

single sustained note, held, the bow drawn slowly from one end to 

the other, the note filling the study and coming through the door 

into the kitchen with the quality that a note held to its full 

duration has: the quality of something given its complete space. 

I did not go in. I sat at the kitchen table and listened. 

The note ended. There was a silence. Then the sound of the 

violin being placed back in its case. 

I did not interrupt the note. This is a thing I have done 

occasionally over eleven years: staying out of a room that needs 

to be left alone for a moment, because the person in the room is 

doing something that requires it. The note Hamilton played after 

Noyes’s call was not a piece; it was not a composition, not a 

phrase, not an exercise. It was the distinct sound of a single 

note given its full duration, which is a thing a musician does 

sometimes simply to hear the instrument speak without imposing a 

structure on the speaking. The violin has been in the study at 

Allen Point since May, in the corner where it had been in the 

study at Pinckney Street for the years before. The piece that had 

organized the violin’s use for ten seasons had been resolved in 

July of the previous year. Since the resolution, since the piece 

had found its ending, Hamilton had been playing the violin 

differently: not working toward something, not tracking a problem 

across an extended series of playing sessions, but simply playing 
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it, the way a person reads for pleasure rather than for 

knowledge, the relationship to the instrument one of enjoyment 

rather than project. I had heard this shift in the playing and 

had filed it under the same category as the spotting scope at the 

southeast window: evidence that the Cape had given Hamilton 

somewhere to put things that had previously had no place. 

He came out of the study a few minutes later and made 

coffee, which is exactly his usual thing and therefore, in that 

moment, more revealing than an unusual gesture would have been. 

Coffee has long organized the small practical division of our 

kitchen life without discussion. He poured two cups and sat 

across from me at the table. 

“Calloway,” he said. 

“Yes.” 

“He had twenty years of dive logs and two published papers 

and nine meticulous visits to a site that he was trying to 

understand correctly. He found the anomaly. He noted it. And then 

he went back a tenth time to confirm it with a reference, and he 

did not come back.” Hamilton looked at his cup. “His last dive 

log entry is three words. Bell wrong. Return.” He paused. “He was 

not wrong about the bell. He was right about the bell in the 

particular way that makes everything else possible. The ME’s 

finding and the camera footage and the SAIB in the lung tissue 

and the carbon isotope analysis and the arrest tonight—all of it 

comes back to three words in a dive log, written by a man who was 

doing his work carefully and who would have continued doing his 

work carefully if he had been permitted to.” 
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He drank his coffee. I drank mine. 

“Pops.” 

“Mm.” 

“We should tell Clara about the arrest.” 

“She knows. Noyes called the outbuilding line when she 

called me.” He looked at the window. The salt pond was invisible 

in the dark. “She’s updating the case documentation.” 

Of course she was. I should have known without asking. I 

wrote it in the notebook anyway: Clara updating the case 

documentation at eight o’clock on a Friday evening when the 

arrest has just been confirmed and the official investigation has 

moved to the institutional channels. Clara, who had said from the 

back seat of Hamilton’s car that she wanted to go back and look 

at the real wreck properly, and who was therefore updating the 

case documentation with the efficiency of someone who wants to 

close the official chapter before turning to the one that 

interests her personally. 

The work continues. And sometimes, on a Friday evening in 

October, the particular thing the work has been organized around 

is completed, and the work continues from a different starting 

place. 

On Saturday morning, a letter arrived. 

This is not unusual; letters arrive on Saturdays as they 

arrive on other days, the Point road’s mailbox receiving its 

ordinary share of the world’s correspondence. But this letter was 

not ordinary. It was addressed to Hamilton by name and by the 

Allen Point address, which meant the sender knew where he lived, 
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and it was from the law firm of Croft, Delacroix and Wainwright, 

which the return address identified as being located in Boston. 

The envelope was heavy cream stock, the professional stationery 

of a firm that bills at the rates that can sustain offices in 

that part of Boston. 

Hamilton opened it at the kitchen table with the letter 

opener he keeps in the drawer beside the stove, because he opens 

correspondence with a letter opener and this is one of the small 

specificities of his domestic practice that I have noted over 

eleven years and that tells me something about the way he relates 

to things: with care for their appropriate instrument. He read 

the letter. He set it on the table. He pushed it toward me. 

The letter had weight in the hand in the particular way of 

correspondence that has been designed to have weight in the hand: 

the paper stock, the firm’s letterhead engraved rather than 

printed, the typeface formal in the specific mode of a document 

that is meant to be taken seriously. I have received letters from 

lawyers before, as most people have who have lived long enough in 

the world, and I have learned to read them in the two registers 

they operate in simultaneously: the surface register, which is 

the precise legal language of what they say, and the underneath 

register, which is what they mean by saying it in this particular 

way at this particular time. The surface register of the Fenn 

letter was a statement of legal representation and an 

announcement of intended actions. The underneath register was: we 

know where you are, we are organized, and the comfortable phase 

of your investigation is over. 
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It was three paragraphs. The first paragraph identified the 

firm and its client, who was the Honorable Robert Fenn, Associate 

Justice, Barnstable County Superior Court. The second paragraph 

informed Hamilton that Justice Fenn was aware of certain 

investigative activities and documentary submissions that had 

recently been brought to his attention and that bore upon matters 

in which Justice Fenn had a professional interest, and that 

Justice Fenn wished to make clear through counsel that he had 

retained the firm to represent his interests in any proceeding 

arising from those activities. The third paragraph stated that 

the firm would be filing a formal challenge to the admissibility 

of the evidence submitted in the Corrigan post-conviction 

petition, and that the firm would also be exploring whether the 

investigative activities described herein had been conducted 

within the bounds of applicable law and professional standards, 

and that Hamilton should ensure that any materials gathered in 

connection with those activities were preserved as they might be 

required for review. 

I read it twice. 

It was a letter that said, in the precise language of legal 

communication, several things simultaneously. It said: we know 

who you are and where you live. It said: we are organized and we 

have resources and we are prepared. It said: the investigative 

activities you have been conducting are now under scrutiny and 

may be the subject of formal challenge. And underneath all of 

those things, in the register of the third paragraph’s final 

sentence—ensure that any materials gathered may be required for 
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review—it said something else: we know the materials exist and we 

want you to know that we know. 

“Fenn’s counsel.” I set the letter down. 

“Fenn has had counsel since he understood the petition was 

being filed,” Hamilton said. He had refilled his cup and was back 

at the table with the quality of calm he maintains when something 

has arrived that was expected and that he has already thought 

through. “The firm is a good one. Croft and Delacroix have been 

doing this kind of work for thirty years. They are not the firm 

you hire for a criminal defense. They are the firm you hire for 

the kind of institutional defense that is not a criminal matter 

and that is more about the management of official proceedings 

than about the proceedings themselves.” 

“Fenn doesn’t think he’ll be charged.” 

“Fenn may be right. The evidence connecting him to Warren’s 

activities that November is circumstantial at the level that the 

criminal standard requires: the Cayman account, the Providence 

contractor, Steele’s account of the man named Hollis who was 

later seen with Fenn. None of these individually, and arguably 

not collectively, meets the threshold for a criminal charge 

against a sitting judge. What they do is provide substantial 

grounds for a judicial conduct proceeding, which operates under a 

lower threshold and which could result in removal from the bench 

even if the criminal standard is not met.” He paused. “The firm’s 

job is to prevent that proceeding from advancing. The challenge 

to the harness evidence’s admissibility is the legal instrument. 
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The suggestion in the third paragraph that our investigative 

activities may require review is the pressure instrument.” 

“They’re threatening to investigate us.” 

“They’re informing us that the possibility exists. It is not 

a threat in the legal sense; it is a statement of a possibility 

that any competent attorney in their position would be exploring. 

The question is whether the exploration is serious or whether it 

is a posture.” He looked at the letter. “I believe it is partly 

both. The challenge to the evidence admissibility is serious: a 

skilled forensic attorney can find methodological objections to 

almost any examination, and the challenge will require Clara to 

defend her methodology in the formal hearing context, which she 

is fully capable of doing but which will require her time and 

effort. The investigation of our activities is a posture: we 

conducted our investigation correctly and within the law at every 

stage, and any review of it will confirm that, and Croft and 

Delacroix know this or their due diligence is inadequate.” He 

paused. “But the letter’s purpose is not primarily legal. It is 

psychological. It is an attempt to inform us that we are now 

dealing with a better-resourced opponent than Fenn’s previous 

victims and to produce in us the specific inhibiting effect that 

people experience when a professional legal firm puts their 

address on an envelope.” 

“Is it working?” I said. 

He looked at me. “Ask me again in a few hours.” 

This was the most honest thing he had said to me in a while 

about the internal quality of the work, and I wrote it in the 
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notebook for that reason. Not as evidence of weakness: as 

evidence of accuracy. A man who tells you a letter from a well-

resourced law firm doesn’t produce any inhibiting effect is a man 

who is not being fully honest about his own response to the 

world. Hamilton is not that man. 

He called Elliot at nine. 

 

The call to Elliot lasted thirty-one minutes, which was the 

longest I had heard the second-phone calls run. I was in the 

kitchen and Hamilton was in the study with the door open, and I 

could hear the quality of the conversation if not the content: 

Hamilton asking questions, then listening at length, then a few 

words, then listening again, the rhythm of a conversation in 

which the other party has a great deal of information to convey 

and the receiver is assessing it as it arrives. When the call 

ended Hamilton was at the desk for twenty minutes before he came 

out. 

He sat at the kitchen table and laid out what Elliot had 

told him in the organized way he presents significant 

information: the most important finding first, then the 

supporting details, then the implications. 

The most important finding: Croft, Delacroix and Wainwright 

had represented Robert Fenn’s personal interests on three 

previous occasions over the past twelve years, all of which 

involved matters that had not become public and about which 

Elliot’s source had only partial information. The representation 

suggested a long-standing relationship between Fenn and the firm, 
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the kind of relationship in which counsel is retained not for 

individual matters but as a general resource for the management 

of professional risk. This was, Hamilton said, consistent with a 

judge who had understood for twenty-one years that the risk 

existed and who had organized his institutional life around 

managing it. 

The supporting details: Warren, the man Steele knew as 

Hollis, had been a client of Croft, Delacroix and Wainwright for 

some years. The period overlapped precisely with the years of 

Steele’s Providence arrangement. Warren had not been a criminal 

client; his relationship with the firm had been listed in the 

firm’s public filings as consulting work in the area of legal 

risk assessment. The filing was anodyne and described nothing, 

which is what the filings of a man managing institutional 

exposure describe: nothing, carefully. 

The implications: Fenn, Warren, and the firm were connected 

through a long-term professional arrangement that predated and 

postdated the case. The arrangement did not constitute a 

conspiracy in the legal sense—it described a professional 

relationship rather than a criminal one—but it constituted a 

pattern of connection that, in the context of the Corrigan 

petition and Steele’s statement and the Cayman account 

documentation, made Fenn’s involvement in the management of the 

original conviction significantly more probable than chance. 

“The judicial conduct proceeding,” I said. “Elliot’s contact 

at the federal building.” 
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“Elliot spoke with the oversight contact again on Thursday, 

after the petition’s preliminary hearing. The contact has been 

following the Corrigan petition through the public record. The 

contact told Elliot that the combination of Steele’s statement 

and the Cayman account documentation would be sufficient, if 

formally submitted to the judicial conduct board, to open a 

preliminary inquiry into Fenn’s conduct in the case.” Hamilton 

paused. “Not a full investigation. A preliminary inquiry. Whether 

the preliminary inquiry becomes a full investigation depends on 

what the inquiry finds and whether the DA’s office is willing to 

support it with its own institutional weight.” 

“The DA’s office that sent a junior representative to the 

preliminary hearing.” 

“Yes. The DA’s office that has, as yet, made no public 

statement about its assessment of the petition or of Fenn’s 

potential connection to the events of that November.” He looked 

at the letter from Croft and Delacroix, still on the table. 

“Fenn’s counsel wrote to me this morning. Which means Fenn knows 

the petition is advancing and knows the judicial conduct inquiry 

is being discussed, and has decided that the time for quiet 

management through Warren and long-standing arrangements is over 

and the time for professional legal force is beginning. He is not 

running. He is fighting.” 

“With better instruments than he had before.” 

“With better instruments. Yes. The legal challenge to 

Clara’s methodology will be argued by forensic attorneys who have 

done this many times and who will find the best available 
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objections to her analysis. The suggestion that our activities 

require review will be developed into whatever form serves Fenn’s 

interests most effectively. And the DA’s office, which has been 

sitting with the petition and not yet committed its resources in 

either direction, will receive a communication from Croft and 

Delacroix that will inform it of the firm’s position and that 

will put the DA in the position of choosing sides in a matter 

involving a sitting judge with strong institutional connections.” 

He paused. “These are significant obstacles. They are not 

insurmountable obstacles if the evidence holds and if the people 

who need to act have the will to act.” 

I said, “And Ruth Chen.” 

Hamilton looked at me. “And Ruth Chen. Yes. Ruth has the 

documentation. She has had it for three weeks. She has been 

waiting for the institutional process to advance far enough that 

the story she publishes is the story of a process that is moving 

rather than the story of a set of claims that have been made and 

not yet acted on. The petition advancing to preliminary review is 

that threshold. Fenn’s counsel’s letter arriving the day after 

the preliminary hearing is additional material.” He paused. “She 

should know about the letter.” 

“You’re going to call her.” 

“I’m going to send her a copy of the letter and let her 

assess it herself. She knows what she has and she knows what 

she’s waiting for. The letter tells her that the other side is 

organizing, which is the kind of information that helps a 

journalist understand where in the timeline she is.” He stood and 
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went to the study and I heard the printer. He came back with a 

copy of the letter and an envelope and addressed it and sealed it 

and put it with the outgoing mail with the deliberate care of a 

man who understands that a sealed envelope sent through the 

postal system has a different evidentiary status than the same 

document sent electronically. 

Then he sat back down. 

“Pops.” 

“Mm.” 

“The case against Fenn. How long.” 

“I don’t know. The petition could take months. The judicial 

conduct inquiry, if it opens, typically takes six to twelve 

months before a formal finding. The criminal question—whether 

Fenn’s connection to Warren’s activities meets the criminal 

standard—is Noyes’s and the DA’s to pursue, and their timeline is 

their own.” He looked at the window. “What I know is that the 

record exists. The petition is in front of Judge Vance. The 

conduct inquiry is being discussed. Ruth has the documentation. 

Elliot has a copy. We have a copy. The material is distributed 

widely enough that Croft and Delacroix cannot manage it out of 

existence.” He paused. “Fenn is fighting. He should fight. He has 

rights and he has counsel and the process should be adversarial. 

The adversarial process is the correct process. It will produce a 

result, and the result will be what the evidence warrants, and 

the evidence is what it is.” 

I believed this. I also understood that believing it was 

easier to do when the evidence had been gathered and the record 
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existed than it had been in the months when the gathering was 

happening and the outcome was uncertain. We were on the far side 

of the gathering now. The record was in the world. The 

institutional processes that would determine what the record 

produced were in motion. The work of our particular part in this 

case was done. 

I wrote this in the notebook and closed it and made lunch. 

Mary came home from her Saturday morning practice and Hamilton 

told her about the letter and she read it and set it down on the 

table and said, “They know where we live.” 

“They knew where we lived before this morning,” Hamilton 

said. “They addressed the letter correctly.” 

“That’s not reassuring.” 

“No.” He paused. “But the material is distributed and the 

processes are moving. The letter is the response of a man who is 

trying to manage what cannot now be managed. He is trying anyway, 

because that is what he has been doing for twenty-one years and 

it is the only response available to him.” He looked at her. “We 

are careful. We have been careful. We continue to be careful.” 

She looked at him for a moment with the expression she uses 

when she is deciding whether to accept an answer that is honest 

but incomplete. 

She accepted it. 

She went to the kitchen and began making lunch, which is 

what she does when the available instruments have been used and 

what remains is the ordinary life of the house, which is itself a 

form of action: the assertion of normalcy against the specific 
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pressure that a cream-envelope letter from a well-resourced law 

firm produces in a household. The coffee pot. The bread. The 

smell of something being made for the people in the house to eat 

together. 

Outside, the salt pond did what it does in late October, 

which is to hold the day’s light with a quality of attention that 

the summer pond does not have, the surface quieter and deeper-

colored, the tidal margin between the pond and the marsh grass a 

specific line that the season makes more precise as the 

vegetation retreats from the water. The left-hand bird was on her 

bar in the late morning, not hunting at this hour, simply present 

in the way that the permanent residents of a place are present: 

without requiring acknowledgment, without performing their 

belonging, simply there because they are of the place and the 

place is of them and neither requires the other to prove it. 

The case was in its two halves: the Prudence half complete, 

Sherrill in custody, Calloway’s three-word entry vindicated. The 

Corrigan half in motion, the petition before the court, the 

conduct inquiry being discussed, Fenn’s counsel organized and 

prepared and working. Both halves present simultaneously, neither 

canceling the other, the only honest response to hold both and 

continue. 

We ate lunch. The afternoon came. The season continued its 

specific work. 

I want to end this chapter, and what it describes, with an 

observation about the two cases that had occupied the six weeks 

since the afternoon we found Fitch in the salt marsh below the 
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Allen Point bluff. The Fitch case and the Calloway case were not 

structurally similar; the murders were committed by different 

people for different reasons using different methods, and the 

investigations proceeded along different paths and produced their 

resolutions through different instruments. But they shared a 

property that I had been thinking about across the six weeks and 

that I want to name before the final chapters of this account 

take us further from both of them. 

Both cases were resolved primarily because someone had done 

their work carefully and had recorded what they found. Calloway 

had kept twenty years of dive logs and had written three words at 

the end of his last entry that told us everything we needed to 

know about what had brought him back to the site and what he had 

found there. The medical examiner had been unwilling to accept an 

anomalous presentation without documenting the anomaly, which was 

simply her professional standard applied correctly. Clara had 

read the surface of a bell with forty seconds of pre-contact 

observation and had known what the sample would confirm before 

she took it. Fitch had kept trap logs since 1989 and the blank 

week at the end of the last log was itself a document, the 

document of a man who was managing something he did not know how 

to write down. Catherine had put four words on the back of a 

frame and Ray had kept the frame for twenty years and those four 

words, found in a shed in the aftermath of his death, opened the 

account of twenty-one years of a wrongful conviction. 

The account holds what we put in it. The work of careful 

people doing their work carefully is the foundation of everything 
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that follows. This has been the lesson of every case I have 

observed over eleven years of this partnership, and it is the 

lesson that does not become stale with repetition, because each 

repetition arrives in a new form and requires a new recognition. 

Calloway’s three words. Fitch’s blank week. The ME’s anomaly 

flag. Clara’s forty seconds. The record does not care whether the 

person making it knows its importance. It receives what is given 

and holds it. That is all it does. That is enough. 
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Chapter Ten 

“The Response” 

 

Croft and Delacroix filed their response to the Corrigan 

petition on the twenty-eighth day of Vance’s thirty-day window, 

which is to say on the day before the deadline and not a day 

earlier. This is a timing choice that experienced attorneys make 

deliberately: filing on the deadline communicates that the 

response was worth taking the full time available to prepare, and 

it compresses the responding party’s ability to counter before 

the judge has formed her first impression of the submission. 

Solis called Hamilton the morning the response arrived to say it 

was on the docket and that she was reading it and that he should 

come to her office. 

I drove with him to Hyannis in the first week of November, 

the Cape in its early November configuration: the last of the 

October color gone from the oaks, the scrub bare now and gray-

brown, the sky doing the particular thing that the November sky 

on the outer Cape does, which is to lower itself to a height that 

reminds you the weather is now a participant in the day rather 

than a backdrop to it. The clouds were not threatening; they were 

simply present and specific, the clouds of a coast that takes 

weather seriously. We drove Route 28 through towns that were, at 

nine in the morning on a Tuesday in November, going about the 

ordinary business of the year-round community without any of the 

summer’s performed activity: the hardware store with its parking 

lot available, the diner with its regular customers at the 
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counter, the laundromat with its Tuesday morning regulars. The 

Cape doing what it does when the audience has gone home. 

November driving on the outer Cape has a quality I have come 

to associate with the work. The Route 28 corridor in November has 

a specific character that the summer does not permit because the 

summer covers it: the year-round establishments visible in their 

actual proportions now that the seasonal ones are shuttered, the 

working infrastructure of a community that does not depend on 

tourism for its existence present in the way it is always present 

but rarely seen. A diesel delivery truck at the hardware store, 

the driver on familiar terms with the owner. A woman with a dog 

on the sidewalk who waves to a woman in a passing car because 

they know each other in the particular way that people know each 

other in small communities, which is completely and without 

requiring introduction. The school bus making its morning rounds 

on the back roads, the children visible through the windows in 

the specific November morning light that reaches them at a low 

angle and makes their faces particular. These are the things the 

summer visitors do not see because they are not here for them and 

because even when they are here in the off-season they are 

visitors and the community has the quality that all communities 

have when they are performing for an audience, which is that they 

do not show the texture that becomes visible only when the 

performance stops. We were not visitors. We lived here. The 

distinction had been clear to me since June but it became 

clearest in November, when the texture was all there was. 
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Solis was at her desk when we arrived, the response document 

open in front of her and a second copy waiting for Hamilton with 

her annotations in the margins. She had been reading for two 

hours and her expression had the quality I associated with a 

lawyer who has found what she expected to find and who has been 

organizing her response to it since before the document arrived. 

“Three arguments,” she said, when we had sat. “In order of 

their likely effectiveness. The first is procedural: they argue 

that the Steele statement is inadmissible because it was obtained 

through informal investigative activities not conducted by 

authorized law enforcement, and that the circumstances of its 

collection raise questions about the chain of custody and the 

voluntariness of the disclosure. This is their weakest argument. 

Steele gave the statement voluntarily to Noyes at the Sheriff’s 

office with counsel available and was not coerced. The informal 

investigation that identified Steele as a witness is not subject 

to the same admissibility rules as the statement itself.” She 

turned a page. “The second argument is the one they will press 

hardest. They challenge Enright’s methodology on three specific 

grounds.” She passed Hamilton a copy of the relevant section. 

“First, that the XRD analysis was conducted with portable 

equipment rather than laboratory-grade instruments and that 

portable XRD analysis has a documented margin of error that in 

their expert’s opinion is sufficient to bring the finding’s 

reliability into question. Second, that the carbon isotope 

analysis requires a specific calibration protocol for marine 

environment samples that their expert argues was not demonstrably 
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followed in the documentation Enright produced. Third, that the 

expert hired by the firm—a Dr. Raymond Foss, whom I know by 

reputation—has reviewed the methodology documentation and 

produced a counter-analysis suggesting that the bell’s oxidation 

characteristics are consistent with a natural accelerated 

patination process that can occur in cold-water environments and 

that does not require artificial treatment.” 

“Foss,” Hamilton said. 

“You know him?” 

“By reputation. He’s sixty-three, emeritus at Woods Hole, 

worked primarily in deep-water corrosion chemistry. He has 

testified as an expert witness in maritime salvage cases fourteen 

times, eight for plaintiffs and six for defendants. He is not a 

hired gun in the sense of someone who produces results on demand. 

He is a genuine scientist who has found himself in agreement with 

the defense argument in this specific case, and his analysis will 

need to be addressed seriously.” He paused. “Clara will need to 

read his counter-analysis. Today if possible.” 

“I’ll have it to her by noon,” Solis said. She made a note. 

“The third argument is the one I expected and the one that 

concerns me most in terms of the institutional dynamics rather 

than the legal merits. They argue that the investigation that 

produced the evidence submitted with the petition was conducted 

in a manner that selectively targeted evidence supporting the 

petitioner’s case while failing to develop evidence that might 

support the original verdict, and that this selective development 

calls into question the completeness and objectivity of the 
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record submitted to the court.” She looked at Hamilton. “They are 

not saying the evidence was fabricated. They are saying it was 

curated. And the implicit argument behind the explicit one is 

that the investigation was not an objective inquiry but an 

advocacy exercise on Corrigan’s behalf.” 

Hamilton was quiet for a moment. “That argument will be 

heard by Judge Vance, who has read the evidence and who will form 

her own assessment of whether it reads like advocacy or like 

documentation.” 

“Yes. But it will also be heard by the DA’s office, which 

has not yet taken a position on the petition and which is being 

lobbied by Fenn’s counsel to oppose it on the grounds that the 

investigation was conducted without proper authority and with a 

predetermined conclusion.” Solis closed the response. “The DA’s 

decision about whether to support or oppose the petition is the 

thing I am most uncertain about. Legally, the DA has the standing 

to oppose a post-conviction petition on behalf of the state’s 

interest in the finality of criminal judgments. Institutionally, 

the DA has to decide whether a sitting Superior Court judge is 

someone she wants to be aligned with or against.” 

“What is she being told by her own staff?” Hamilton asked. 

“I have one source inside the office, at a level below the 

decision-making. The source tells me the petition is being 

discussed seriously and that there are people in the office who 

want to support it. Whether the DA will let those people prevail 

over the institutional caution is not yet clear.” She looked at 

Hamilton. “The DA’s name is Margaret Hollis. She has been in the 
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office for eleven years. She has a reputation for being careful 

rather than bold and for avoiding institutional conflict where 

possible. This petition requires her to take a position in a 

conflict that involves a sitting judge and a well-resourced law 

firm. That is not comfortable territory for a careful person.” 

“Hollis,” I said. 

The name arrived at a specific angle. Solis looked at me. 

Hamilton looked at me. We had heard the name before in a 

different context: the name Steele had been told when the man 

came to the dock that November, the name that was probably not 

the man’s real name. I said, “The name in Steele’s account. The 

man at the Harwich dock.” 

“I know,” Hamilton said. “I noted the overlap when I read 

Steele’s statement. The name Hollis is not uncommon. The DA 

Margaret Hollis is a different person. I have confirmed this.” He 

paused. “But it is the kind of coincidence that will recur in 

one’s attention and that requires the confirmation each time it 

recurs, which I have provided.” 

The pause before Solis said this was worth noting. It was 

the pause of a lawyer who has received information that sits 

outside the boundary of what she can professionally address, and 

who is making the decision in real time to place it outside that 

boundary deliberately. Her job is the petition and its 

evidentiary foundation. Whether the DA Margaret Hollis had a name 

connection to the man at the Harwich dock that November was not 

her job and she knew it was not her job and she chose, precisely, 

to not make it her job. This is a form of professional discipline 
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I find admirable: the ability to identify what is yours to carry 

and what is someone else’s, and to decline the second category 

not from indifference but from the understanding that carrying it 

poorly, with inadequate authority and inadequate resources, would 

serve it worse than leaving it to the people equipped for it. 

Solis looked between us. “I don’t want to know more about 

that.” 

“You don’t,” Hamilton said. “Focus on Foss.” 

 

Solis sent the Foss counter-analysis to Clara’s outbuilding 

email at eleven-forty-five. By two-thirty Clara had read it three 

times and had called Hamilton into the outbuilding, which she 

does when she needs him to hear something in the specific 

environment where the thing can be shown rather than told. 

I came too, uninvited but tolerated, which is my 

relationship to the outbuilding generally: Clara does not 

specifically want me there but does not specifically not want me 

there, and since my presence is accompanied by the notebook and 

the recording function rather than by any attempt to participate 

in the analytical work, she has concluded that the cost-benefit 

calculation permits it. 

The outbuilding on a November afternoon was its own specific 

environment: the bench lights on against the early dark that the 

November sky was beginning to produce at four o’clock, the 

instruments in their positions, Clara’s field notebooks organized 

along the back wall of the bench, the evidence samples from the 

bell analysis still present in their sealed containers because 
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Clara had not yet returned them and would not until the case was 

fully resolved. She had the Foss document on her laptop and her 

own methodology documentation beside it and she went through both 

with the specific care she brings to work that is going to be 

contested, which is to say with even more care than her ordinary 

considerable care. 

“Foss is good,” she said, without preface. “He is genuinely 

good and his objections are not frivolous. The portable XRD 

objection is the one that concerns me most. He is correct that 

portable XRD instruments have a higher margin of error than 

laboratory-grade spectrometers, and he is correct that the margin 

of error documented in the manufacturer’s specifications for my 

instrument overlaps with the range of values that would 

distinguish a fifty-year-old bell from a hundred-and-fifty-year-

old bell at the low end of the confidence interval.” She paused. 

“He is wrong about the practical implication. The bell is not 

fifty years old and it is not a hundred and fifty years old. The 

bell is between fifteen and twenty-five years old, and the 

difference between those values and the claimed one hundred and 

eighty years is not within the margin of error of any instrument 

available, portable or laboratory-grade. His objection is 

technically accurate about the instrument’s general limitations 

and factually irrelevant to this specific case, because the gap 

between the actual age and the claimed age is so large that the 

instrument’s margin of error cannot bridge it. But the objection 

requires a response that explains this distinction in language 

that a judge can follow.” 
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“Can you write that response?” Hamilton asked. 

“I have been writing it since two-thirty.” She turned her 

laptop to show him the document she had been building: a point-

by-point response to each of Foss’s three objections, in the 

organized language of her published papers, precise and specific 

and accessible. 

He read it. He read it for perhaps ten minutes, which is 

longer than he takes with most documents, which means the 

document was demanding his full attention rather than simply 

receiving it. When he finished he said, “The calibration protocol 

objection. The second of the three.” 

“Yes. That one is more serious because he is correct that I 

did not follow the specific protocol he describes in my 

documentation. The protocol he describes was developed recently 

for deep-water sample analysis and is considered best practice 

for samples that have been in cold salt water below fifty meters 

for extended periods. My sample came from a bell that was not in 

cold salt water below fifty meters for an extended period. I used 

the appropriate protocol for the sample I had.” She paused. “But 

Foss does not know the bell’s true history. He is applying the 

best-practice protocol for the sample he was told he was 

evaluating, which was a bell from a nineteenth-century wreck in 

sixty feet of water. From his perspective, the new protocol 

applies. From mine, knowing what I know about the bell, the new 

protocol is irrelevant because the conditions it was designed for 

do not describe this sample.” 
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“So the response requires you to explain why you know the 

bell’s conditions are different from what Foss was told.” 

“The response requires me to explain that the other elements 

of my analysis—the carbon isotope dating and the visual oxidation 

pattern assessment—established the bell’s actual age and actual 

environmental history independently of the XRD analysis, and that 

the XRD finding is consistent with those independent findings 

rather than dependent on them.” She looked at Hamilton. “My case 

does not rest on any single analytical method. Each method is 

independent and each supports the same conclusion. Foss can 

object to each method individually, but the methods are 

triangulated and his objections address them serially rather than 

collectively. The collective picture is what I need Vance to 

see.” 

“You will need to present it that way on the stand.” 

“I know.” She was already making a note. “I have testified 

before. I understand what a courtroom requires from an expert 

witness.” She paused. “I have not testified in a case in which 

the opposing expert is Raymond Foss.” She said this without 

visible anxiety; she said it as a fact worth naming. “He will be 

well-prepared and he will be precise and he will have found the 

best available technical objection to each element of my 

analysis. The response I write before the hearing will address 

his written counter-analysis. What happens in the courtroom will 

depend on what he raises there and whether I can address it in 

real time.” 

She returned to her laptop. 
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Hamilton stood for a moment, looking at the bell sample in 

its sealed container. The small two-millimeter scraping that 

contained the complete record of the bell’s chemistry and that 

had told Clara in forty seconds of pre-contact observation what 

the analysis had taken two weeks to confirm. 

“You said you have testified before,” he said. 

“Five times. Three cases where the finding supported the 

prosecution and two where it supported the defense. In one of the 

defense cases the opposing expert was better prepared than I was 

and the jury found against my client.” She looked up. “I do not 

lose the argument in court when the science is solid. The loss in 

that case was because the science was not as solid as I believed 

it was when I agreed to testify. I have been more careful since 

about the cases I agree to.” 

“The science in this case is solid.” 

“The science in this case is as solid as it gets. The bell 

is not old. No amount of expert testimony can change the carbon 

isotope ratios in the sample or the oxidation morphology I 

documented. Foss will challenge my methodology. He will not 

challenge the physics that the methodology is based on, because 

the physics are not challengeable.” She went back to the response 

document. “I need two more hours.” 

We left her to the two hours. 

 

That evening Mary made dinner for the four of us with the 

quality of intention that she brings to meals that are also 

occasions: she had been home from the Chatham practice at five 
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and had gone directly to the kitchen and had been there for two 

hours producing something that required two hours and that was 

worth them. The four of us sat at the kitchen table with the food 

and the wine that Hamilton had opened without being asked, which 

he does on evenings when he has assessed the situation as 

requiring wine rather than not requiring it, and the assessment 

is generally accurate. 

Clara presented her response document after dinner. This was 

a thing she did only when she needed the table to function as a 

review panel: she printed four copies and gave one to each of us 

and asked us to read it and to say what was unclear. This is a 

particular form of peer review that she employs because she has 

learned over years of writing for non-specialist audiences—in the 

form of expert testimony and public-facing reports—that the gaps 

in a technical document are most visible to people who bring a 

different kind of literacy to it. Hamilton would find the logical 

gaps. I would find the places where the medical analogy held and 

where it didn’t. Mary would find the places where the explanation 

assumed a prior understanding that the reader would not have. 

We read in silence for twenty minutes. The kitchen was quiet 

except for the sound of the November wind coming off the sound 

with the first real cold of the season in it, the wind that the 

Cape produces in November by removing all the summer’s acoustic 

cushioning and allowing the ocean’s actual voice to be heard at 

full volume through any window that is not entirely sealed. 

Hamilton said, “Page three, the second paragraph. The phrase 

’morphological deformation index.’ Vance will not have a working 
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definition of this term and you have not provided one. You need 

either a definition in parentheses or a footnote.” 

Clara made a note without looking up from her own copy. 

I said, “Page five, the description of the carbon isotope 

ratio method. The sentence that begins ’the half-life of carbon-

fourteen’ is accurate but proceeds too quickly through the 

implication for a non-specialist. A judge who has not thought 

about radiocarbon dating since high school chemistry will lose 

the thread between the half-life and the age calculation. You 

need an intermediate sentence.” 

Clara made another note. 

Mary said, “Page seven. The sentence that says ’no competent 

examination of the bell’s surface could have concluded that it 

had been in continuous submersion for one hundred and eighty 

years.’ That sentence will be characterized by Foss’s side as an 

attack on Foss’s competence rather than a statement about the 

evidence. Whether or not you believe it is accurate, the sentence 

as written gives them something to object to that is about your 

conduct rather than about the science. I would rewrite it as ’the 

surface evidence is inconsistent with continuous submersion of 

one hundred and eighty years, regardless of the methodology 

applied.’” 

Clara looked at the page. She read the sentence twice. She 

looked at Mary. “You’re right,” she said. She made the note with 

a different quality than the others: the note of someone who has 

been shown something she did not see herself and who understands 

the significance of not having seen it. 
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I wrote this exchange in the notebook because it was a 

complete illustration of why the four of us work better together 

than any of us would alone, and because it was also an 

illustration of something specific about Mary: her particular 

skill is in the register between the technical and the human, the 

place where the language of one domain is received by the 

sensibility of another, and the sentence on page seven was in 

exactly that register. Clara had been writing as a scientist 

defending her science. Mary had read it as a person whose life is 

organized around understanding how other people receive what she 

says, and she had found the sentence that would be received wrong 

and had corrected it with a precision that showed she had 

understood the document well enough to rewrite it better. 

There are moments in the life of this house that I want to 

record not as evidence of anything specific but simply as what 

they are: four people at a table in November with a document and 

the different kinds of literacy each of them brings to it and the 

document being better when they are done. This was one of those 

moments. I record it. 

 

The response was filed with the court on Wednesday morning. 

Solis submitted it with a cover letter noting that the 

respondent’s expert had been given access to the full methodology 

documentation and that the response addressed each of the 

respondent’s objections in detail. She also submitted, as an 

attachment, a declaration from Hamilton describing the 

investigative process by which the harness evidence had been 
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identified and examined, which addressed Croft and Delacroix’s 

curated-evidence argument directly by providing a complete 

account of what the investigation had examined, what it had 

found, and what it had not found that it had looked for. 

This last element was Hamilton’s specific addition. A 

complete account of a correct investigation includes the things 

the investigation did not find as well as the things it did find, 

because the not-finding is itself a finding if the looking was 

thorough. Hamilton had looked for evidence that would support the 

original verdict and had not found it: the evidence of deliberate 

manipulation of the harness mechanism, specifically, had not been 

present in the surface analysis. He had looked for it because the 

correct methodology requires looking for the alternative 

interpretation before concluding that it does not hold. The 

declaration said this plainly. It said: we looked for the 

evidence that would support Harmon’s original finding, and the 

evidence was not present, and the absence of the expected 

evidence is itself significant. 

The argument that the investigation was selective, in other 

words, required ignoring the declaration’s explicit account of 

what the investigation had been looking for. Whether Vance would 

permit that ignoring was her decision. 

I should record what was happening with Fenn in those same 

two weeks, because the Corrigan petition and the conduct 

proceeding are parallel processes and the account of one is 

incomplete without the other running alongside it. The judicial 

conduct board had received, through Elliot’s formal submission 
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via Noyes’s office, the documentation of the Cayman account and 

the Providence contractor and the Steele statement identifying 

Hollis and placing him in Fenn’s company at the legal association 

dinner. The board’s preliminary review committee had met on the 

first Thursday of November and had determined, in the language of 

their notice to the parties, that the materials submitted 

presented a sufficient basis for opening a preliminary inquiry 

into the conduct of Associate Justice Robert Fenn. The notice was 

two paragraphs. The first paragraph described the finding. The 

second paragraph described the process: Fenn would be notified, 

the inquiry would proceed over the following ninety days, Fenn 

would have the opportunity to respond to the inquiry’s specific 

questions through counsel, and the committee would determine at 

the inquiry’s conclusion whether the evidence warranted a formal 

investigation. The process was described in the bureaucratic 

language of all institutional processes: measured, procedural, 

protective of the subject’s rights, careful not to prejudge. 

Underneath the procedural language was the fact: a sitting 

Superior Court judge was under formal judicial conduct inquiry 

for the first time in the history of the Barnstable County court 

system. 

In the two weeks between the filing of the response and the 

date Vance set for the substantive hearing, the Cape moved deeper 

into its November character and the Fenn proceedings moved 

through their early stages with the pace of institutional 

processes that have been correctly initiated and that are now 

doing what they do: building, slowly, a record. 
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The DA’s office had received the submission of the Elliot 

materials, formally forwarded through Noyes’s office as she had 

committed to doing in October. The DA, Margaret Hollis, had 

assigned a senior ADA to review the materials and to report to 

her. The senior ADA’s name was Thomas Pryce, who had been in the 

office for fifteen years and who had, I learned from Solis’s 

source, a reputation for taking the cases that other ADAs found 

inconvenient: the ones that required institutional courage as 

well as technical competence. His assignment to the Fenn review 

was, the source said, either a sign that Hollis was taking it 

seriously or a sign that she was delegating the discomfort to 

someone whose career had already demonstrated an appetite for it. 

Solis said she believed it was probably both. 

Pryce called Hamilton on the second Thursday of November. 

I want to say something about Thomas Pryce before the 

account of his call, because the account will be more legible 

with some understanding of what he brought to the material. I had 

looked him up on the Tuesday after Solis mentioned his name, with 

the same instinct that sends me to the library on a new case: the 

background makes the specifics of the encounter more readable. 

Pryce had joined the DA’s office fifteen years ago from a public 

defender’s office in Middlesex County, which is an unusual career 

trajectory in prosecution, though less unusual than it sounds 

when you understand that the best criminal defense work and the 

best prosecution work require exactly the same skill: the ability 

to read evidence without assuming the conclusion. He had tried 

cases that the office’s other ADAs had found inconvenient in the 
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particular sense of requiring institutional commitment to a 

difficult position. A corruption prosecution of a city councilman 

whose family had connections in the county’s political 

infrastructure. A child welfare case involving a family with a 

high-profile attorney. The cases that required the office to be 

what it was supposed to be rather than what was comfortable. He 

had tried all of them and won most of them and had built, over 

fifteen years, the specific reputation of someone whose judgment 

the office trusted even when the judgment made the office 

uncomfortable, which is the rarest kind of professional trust. 

The call lasted twenty-five minutes. Hamilton was in the 

study with the door closed and I was at the kitchen table and I 

heard nothing of the content, only the quality of the 

conversation: Hamilton speaking in the careful measured register 

he uses when he is being precise about something important, and 

silences that told me the person on the other end was asking 

questions that required careful answers rather than rapid ones. 

When the call ended Hamilton came to the kitchen doorway and 

said, “Pryce is going to recommend to Hollis that the DA’s office 

support the petition.” 

I set down my cup. 

“He has reviewed the Elliot materials and the Steele 

statement and the harness report and he has reached his own 

independent conclusion that the forensic basis of the original 

conviction was insufficient. He is recommending that the DA’s 

office file a brief in support of the petition before the Vance 

hearing.” Hamilton paused. “He said the brief will not address 
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the Fenn conduct question directly, because that is outside the 

scope of the petition and outside the DA’s current authority. The 

brief will address only the evidentiary question: whether the 

forensic evidence at trial was sufficient to support the 

conviction. His answer is that it was not.” 

“Hollis will accept the recommendation?” 

“Pryce believes she will. He said she is not a coward. He 

said it with the quality of someone who has worked for her long 

enough to know the difference between caution and cowardice and 

who has concluded that what she has been displaying in the past 

month is caution rather than cowardice and that the caution has 

now been given sufficient information to resolve into a 

decision.” He paused. “He also said that Croft and Delacroix have 

already called the DA’s office twice in the past two weeks 

requesting a meeting, and that Hollis declined both requests 

because she prefers to form her own assessment without 

institutional pressure being applied before it is formed.” 

I thought about this. About Margaret Hollis in her office in 

Barnstable, with the petition and the response and the Elliot 

materials and the Steele statement and the harness report, and 

the two calls from Croft and Delacroix that she had declined, and 

the senior ADA she had assigned to tell her what the materials 

said, and the twenty-one years of a man’s life that were a 

consequence of a decision made in her predecessor’s predecessor’s 

predecessor’s office. She had not been there that November. She 

had not made the decision. She was being asked to correct it, 

which required acknowledging it, which required looking directly 
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at the conduct of a sitting judge who would not look back at her 

with anything that could be called goodwill. 

“She’s being careful,” I said. “Not cowardly. Careful.” 

“Pryce’s assessment is the same as yours,” Hamilton said. “I 

believe he’s right.” He went back to the study. I heard the 

violin, briefly: not the sustained note of the arrest evening, 

but something more exploratory, a phrase repeated twice and then 

varied. The sound of a mind that has received significant 

information and that is doing with it what it does: organizing, 

building, attending. 

 

On the Friday of the second week, a week before the Vance 

hearing, a letter arrived that was not from Croft and Delacroix. 

It was a personal letter, handwritten on plain notepaper, 

from a return address in Orleans. The handwriting was large and 

careful, the handwriting of a person who does not write by hand 

often and who has brought extra attention to it for this specific 

occasion. The letter was addressed to Hamilton by name and it 

said: 

Dear Mr. Hamilton. I do not know how to write this kind of 

letter. I know what I want to say but I do not know the right 

form for saying it to a person I have not met and who has no 

reason to expect to hear from me. My name is Thomas Voss Jr. I am 

twenty-three years old. My father was Thomas Voss, who died off 

Monomoy in November. I grew up knowing my father had drowned in a 

storm and that a man had been convicted of his death. I did not 

know what happened until this year when I read about the petition 
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and the new evidence in an article online. I do not know what to 

think about it. I have been thinking about it for three months. 

The thing I want to say is this. I hope the court does what is 

right. I do not know what right is in this situation. My father 

is still dead. The man who was convicted has already served his 

sentence. Whatever the court finds, those two things will not 

change. But I want the record to be correct. I want the record to 

say what actually happened, even if what actually happened is 

that no one killed my father and the storm killed him and the 

harness failed and the man who was convicted should not have 

been. I want the record to be right because my father kept his 

own records. He was a careful man. He logged everything. I have 

his logs from thirty years of fishing the Cape. He logged every 

trip he ever made. He would have wanted the record of how he died 

to be as careful as the records he kept of how he lived. That is 

all I have to say. Thank you for what you did. 

Hamilton read it at the kitchen table and passed it to me 

without speaking. 

I am going to reproduce the letter in this account because 

it belongs in the record. The account of the Corrigan case cannot 

be complete without it, because the case was always, underneath 

its forensic and legal layers, a case about a man who died off 

Monomoy in a storm and about the people whose lives organized 

themselves around that death. The son Thomas Voss had never met 

his father. He had grown up with the record of the man: the logs, 

the community’s account, the institutional account that told him 

his father had been killed and that another man had been held 
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responsible. He had spent three months reading the petition and 

the news coverage and whatever he could find online, and he had 

written this letter, and the letter said: I want the record to be 

correct. I want the record to say what actually happened. 

He was twenty-three years old and he had understood the most 

important thing about the case without being told it: that the 

record is not separate from the person it describes, that the 

careful record of how a person lived is of the same order as the 

careful record of how they died, and that his father’s way of 

living had been the careful keeping of logs and the honest 

account of every trip he had made on the water, and that the 

record of his death should be held to the same standard. He had 

not said this in philosophical language. He had said it in the 

language of a young man who had grown up with his father’s logs 

and who understood from those logs what his father had believed 

about the importance of getting the record right. 

I read it twice. Then I set it down on the table and looked 

at it without reading it. 

Thomas Voss Jr. Twenty-three years old. Born after his 

father’s death, or shortly before, in the that winter. Growing up 

with the record of a man he had never met: the conviction, the 

eight years, the story that said his father had been killed. 

Reading an article online three months ago and finding the record 

was different from what he had been told. Spending three months 

thinking about what right was in this situation. 

His father kept his own records. He logged everything. 
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I thought about Calloway’s dive logs and Fitch’s trap logs 

and the letter in Catherine Fitch’s hand and the four words on 

the back of the frame and Corrigan’s dock log from November with 

the entry that ended mid-sentence. All the records kept by 

careful people who had no way of knowing that the keeping would 

matter. Thomas Voss Sr. had logged every trip he ever made, and 

his son had grown up with those logs, and now his son had written 

a letter asking that the record of how his father died be kept 

with the same care his father had kept the records of how he 

lived. 

Hamilton was quiet for a long time. Then he said, “We should 

let Solis know about this. It may be relevant to the hearing’s 

context, not as evidence but as a statement of the situation’s 

human weight.” He paused. “And we should reply.” 

“To the boy.” 

“To Thomas Voss Jr. Yes.” He was already at the desk. 

I watched him write the reply, which took him twenty 

minutes. He does not draft: he writes the thing as it should be, 

with the care he brings to all significant written communication, 

which is the same care Thomas Voss Sr. had brought to his trap 

logs. When he was done he read it once and folded it and sealed 

it. 

He said, “I told him that the evidence established that his 

father’s death was not caused by human action, that the harness 

failure was the result of a manufacturing defect, and that Daniel 

Corrigan did not kill him. I told him that Corrigan had 

maintained this for twenty-one years and that the evidence now 
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supported his account. I told him that the court’s proceeding 

would address the formal record, and that the formal record, when 

the proceeding is complete, will say what his father’s logs say: 

the careful truth of what happened.” He looked at the sealed 

envelope. “I told him his father’s logs are themselves evidence, 

in the sense that a man who logged every trip he ever made had 

organized his life around the idea that the record matters, and 

that the record his son found in three months of reading had 

produced the same result that his father would have wanted: the 

careful truth, set down where it can be found.” 

He put the letter with the outgoing mail. 

I wrote for a long time that evening, not the account of the 

case but the account of the letter and what it had done to the 

kitchen, which is to say what it had done to the four of us who 

had been in the kitchen when it was read. Mary had been home. 

Clara had come in from the outbuilding when she saw Hamilton at 

the kitchen table for an unusual length of time. All four of us 

had read it. The kitchen had been quiet for a while after in the 

way it is quiet when something has arrived that does not require 

a response immediately, only a presence with it. 

Hamilton proposed dinner. Mary cooked. We ate. Clara went 

back to the response document for the hearing. I wrote. Hamilton 

played the violin in the study, the door open, not a piece, not a 

phrase, just the instrument being played by a person who needed 

to play it. The sound came through into the kitchen and Mary 

listened without commenting and I listened without commenting and 

the November wind moved in the hedge outside and the salt pond 
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did what it does at night in November, which is to be present and 

specific and entirely indifferent to anything except what it is. 

 

The week before the Vance hearing was the busiest of the 

November weeks. Solis prepared Corrigan for the possibility of 

being present at the hearing and prepared herself for the 

possibility that Vance would want to hear from him, which was not 

guaranteed but which was possible if Vance decided that the human 

context of the petition was relevant to her assessment of it. 

Hamilton prepared a summary of the investigation’s timeline and 

methods for the declaration he would be asked to support if Croft 

and Delacroix pressed the curated-evidence argument. Clara worked 

on her testimony preparation, which consisted of reading Foss’s 

counter-analysis a dozen more times and building, in her 

outbuilding, a physical demonstration she intended to bring to 

the courtroom: a set of surface samples from bells of known age, 

ranging from three years old to one hundred and twenty years old, 

that would allow Vance to see with her own eyes the progressive 

difference in oxidation morphology that Clara’s instruments had 

measured. The demonstration had not been requested by the court. 

Clara had decided it was the clearest possible translation of 

technical evidence into a form that a non-specialist could assess 

without requiring them to accept the scientist’s authority on 

faith. 

Hamilton looked at the demonstration samples when Clara 

brought them to the kitchen to show us and said, “Where did you 

find a one-hundred-and-twenty-year-old bell?” 
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“Gus Tavares,” Clara said. “He has one in his boathouse. It 

was on his grandfather’s boat. He said I could use it.” 

The week before the hearing had, among its other properties, 

the property of being the week in which the four of us were each 

at the edge of the particular thing we do. Hamilton at his most 

analytically organized, the declaration and the case 

documentation arranged with the precision of someone who has been 

organizing evidence for twenty-odd years and who knows exactly 

how a judge reads a record. Clara at her most technically 

prepared, the response document refined to the point where each 

of Foss’s objections was met at the level of the objection rather 

than talked around it. Solis conducting her final preparation 

sessions with Corrigan, which I did not observe but which she 

described to Hamilton as going well in the particular way that 

means the client is managing the pressure correctly and is ready 

to receive whatever the court produces. And Mary, who is not a 

participant in the formal proceedings but who is, in the house at 

Allen Point in the week before the hearing, the thing that holds 

the house together: the meals, the conversations that are not 

about the case, the presence that does not require the case to be 

over before the ordinary life of the house can continue. The 

ordinary life of the house continued because Mary continued it, 

and the continuing was itself a form of preparation. 

Hamilton looked at the sample from Tavares’s bell and then 

at the sample from the Sherrill bell and even without 

magnification the difference in the surface character of the two 

samples was visible to anyone who had looked at old metal and new 
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metal and who understood that the difference they were seeing was 

the record of time recorded in the surface chemistry of a bronze 

alloy. The Tavares bell was dark with the particular dark of 

genuine long oxidation: a layered, complex darkness that had a 

depth to it, the darkness of something that has been accumulating 

for a century. The Sherrill bell’s sample was dark too, treated 

to look like the Tavares bell, but the darkness was flat, a 

coating rather than a depth, the darkness of something that was 

imitating rather than being. You did not need an instrument to 

see the difference. You needed the two samples side by side. 

Clara had made sure Vance would see them side by side. 

“Pops,” Hamilton said. 

“Mm,” Clara said, which is how she responds to the Pops in 

the register of a person who has heard the word often enough to 

know what it opens and who is willing to let it open it. 

“This is exactly right.” 

“I know,” she said. She put the samples back in their 

labeled case and went back to the outbuilding. 

Hamilton looked at the closed outbuilding door for a moment 

and then at me. 

“The hearing is Thursday,” he said. 

“I know.” 

“Hollis filed the brief this morning. Supporting the 

petition.” He had received this information two hours ago and had 

not said anything until now, which meant he had been holding it 

in the way he holds significant positive developments: with a 

quiet that is not indifference but is the specific appreciation 
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of the fact before it becomes discussion. “Pryce wrote it 

himself. It is four pages long and it is, Solis says, the 

clearest statement of the evidentiary problem she has seen from a 

DA’s office in her career.” 

I looked at him. 

“Four pages. Every page stating, plainly and without 

institutional hedging, that the forensic evidence at the trial 

was insufficient to support the verdict of manslaughter, and that 

the new evidence submitted with the petition significantly 

strengthens the case for post-conviction review.” He paused. 

“Hollis signed it. Her name is on the brief. Not Pryce’s name as 

representing the office. Hollis’s name.” 

I thought about the two calls from Croft and Delacroix that 

she had declined. About the three months of careful consideration 

while Pryce reviewed the materials. About the decision being made 

in the end in the correct direction by a careful person who had 

been given what careful people need: sufficient information and 

sufficient time to form a judgment without institutional pressure 

forcing it early. 

“She’s not a coward,” I said. 

“No.” Hamilton picked up his notebook from the counter. 

“Thursday.” 

Thursday. The hearing. The mechanism of the institution 

finally doing, with the full weight of its authority, what the 

evidence had warranted since the first morning we had found Fitch 

in the marsh and the trap log had shown us November and we had 

understood that what we had was not one case but two, both of 
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them true, neither of them resolved, the only honest response to 

hold both and find the instruments that could reach what the 

surface did not show. 

We had found the instruments. The surface had been read. The 

record was what it was and it was where it could be found. 

Thursday the court would begin the formal work of acknowledging 

what the record said. 

Outside, the November light was going toward the horizontal 

in the particular way of November on the Cape, which is to say 

not with the summer’s lingering quality but with a directness 

that admits no ambiguity: the day is ending, it says, and what 

you have done today is what you have done, and tomorrow will be 

its own thing. The salt pond reflected the last light back at the 

sky and the marsh at the pond’s edge held the gold of late 

afternoon in the specific texture of grass that has come through 

the season and is still standing, still specific, still the thing 

it is, the season’s cold not yet sufficient to take it down. 

I wrote until the light was gone. Then I made coffee and 

called Mary to tell her about Hollis’s brief, and Mary said, 

“Good. That’s right,” which is what Mary says when the world does 

what it should do and the saying of it is sufficient. 

It was sufficient. 
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Chapter Eleven 

“The Hearing” 

 

The Barnstable County Superior Court on a Thursday morning 

in November has a quality that the same building in July does 

not. In July the courthouse operates at the pace of a building 

that knows there are more cases than hours and that has organized 

itself accordingly: the corridors busy, the clerks moving with 

the efficiency of people who have too much to do, the waiting 

areas full of the specific population of people who find 

themselves in courthouses in the summer, which is to say a mix of 

the ordinary legal business of a county and the overflow of the 

seasonal population’s encounters with the law. In November the 

building has contracted back to its essential self: the permanent 

community’s legal business, which is substantial and serious and 

which does not require the summer’s performed urgency. The 

corridors are not empty but they are not crowded, and the quality 

of presence in them is the quality of people who are there on 

business rather than by circumstance. 

We arrived at eight-fifteen, forty-five minutes before the 

hearing’s scheduled start. Solis was already there, in the 

corridor outside Vance’s courtroom with the specific composure of 

a lawyer who has been in this building many times and who knows 

that composure is itself a form of preparation: the client reads 

the attorney, and the attorney’s composure tells the client what 

the attorney’s assessment of the situation is. Solis’s composure 

said: this is manageable, the case is solid, I have done the work 
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and so has Enright, and whatever today produces will be what the 

evidence warrants. This was not performed; it was the composure 

of a person who believes what she is projecting. I have learned 

over years of observing practitioners under pressure to 

distinguish between those two things, and Solis was genuinely 

composed. 

Corrigan was beside her. He was wearing the jacket from the 

preliminary hearing, which told me either that it was his only 

jacket or that he had decided it was the correct jacket for a 

courtroom and had not reconsidered that decision, which would be 

consistent with the man I had come to know: a person who makes a 

judgment and acts on it and does not spend the interval before 

the action revising. He looked, in the November corridor, exactly 

like what he was: a sixty-two-year-old man who had been waiting 

twenty-one years for this particular morning and who had 

organized himself to receive it without falling apart before it 

arrived. His hands were in his jacket pockets. His face was the 

controlled face I had seen since the boat yard. 

He saw Hamilton and nodded once, the nod of a man who does 

not have words for what he wants to say and who has decided that 

the nod conveys the thing more precisely than any available words 

would. 

Hamilton nodded back. 

Clara was the last to arrive, at eight twenty-five, with the 

demonstration case and her prepared report and the quality of a 

person who has spent the past two weeks in preparation and who is 
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ready for what the preparation was for. She looked at the 

courtroom door and then at Hamilton and said, “Is Foss here?” 

“He came in two minutes ago,” Hamilton said. “He went 

straight to the Croft table without looking around.” 

“Good,” Clara said. “That means he doesn’t know what I’m 

bringing.” She adjusted the strap of the demonstration case on 

her shoulder and went into the courtroom. 

I followed. 

 

I want to say something about the quality of that forty-

five-minute wait before the session, because waiting of that kind 

deserves a description. It is a particular form of waiting: not 

the waiting of people who do not know what is coming, but the 

waiting of people who know exactly what is coming and who must 

organize themselves, in the interval before it arrives, to 

receive it at the level it deserves. I have been present at a 

number of significant professional moments in my career and I 

have found that the interval before them is one of the places 

where character becomes most legible. Some people fill the 

interval with activity; they review their notes, they check their 

phones, they conduct small unnecessary conversations that give 

the nervous system something to do. Some people go still. 

Corrigan went still. He stood in the corridor with his hands in 

his jacket pockets and he was present in the particular way of a 

person who has decided that this moment is important enough that 

he is not going to be somewhere else for any portion of it. Clara 

went still also, but her stillness was the stillness of a 
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particular kind of concentration: the stillness of someone who 

has been preparing for two weeks and who is using the final 

interval to let the preparation settle rather than to add to it. 

Hamilton looked at his declaration once and put it in his 

document case and did not look at it again. Solis spoke briefly 

with her colleagues and then stood with her client. 

I wrote in my notebook and watched all of them and 

understood that the quality of this interval was the quality of 

people who believe in what they have built and who are about to 

give it to an institution to assess. There is a form of 

vulnerability in that handover that no amount of confidence about 

the evidence removes entirely, because the institution has its 

own logic and its own pace and its own capacity for being wrong, 

and the people doing the handover know this and hand it over 

anyway because the alternative is never to try, which is the only 

outcome that is certainly wrong. 

The courtroom, before the session began. The Barnstable 

County Superior Court, establishing itself as the room against 

which I would measure all subsequent courtrooms. It is a room 

built in the 1960s, when the county expanded its facilities, in 

the specific architectural mode of American civic buildings of 

that decade: functional, proportioned, attempting a dignity that 

the materials do not entirely support but that the proportion 

largely achieves. The ceiling is higher than it needs to be and 

the windows are tall and the judge’s bench is set at the 

elevation that bench architects have always known produces the 

appropriate combination of authority and legibility: high enough 
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that Vance, when she entered, would be visible to everyone in the 

room but not so high that the room became theatrical. The 

petitioner’s table and the respondent’s table were equidistant 

from the bench and equally well-lit. 

The Croft and Delacroix table had three people at it: a lead 

attorney named Whitmore, a junior attorney whose name I did not 

catch, and Raymond Foss. I observed Foss from across the room 

with the close attention I bring to significant new persons: not 

the social observation of a first encounter but the professional 

assessment of someone I would need to understand in order to 

understand the proceeding. He was sixty-three years old and he 

looked like what he was, which is to say like a scientist who had 

spent thirty years at sea level and at depth, with the physical 

quality of people who work on and under the water: compact, 

watchful, a stillness that is the stillness of someone accustomed 

to environments where unnecessary movement has consequences. He 

had a legal pad in front of him and his own copy of the 

methodology documentation and Clara’s response document, all 

annotated. He was reading the response document again, which told 

me he was taking it seriously. 

Good, I thought. The response deserved to be taken 

seriously. Whether it would be sufficient for the purpose was 

what the next six hours would establish. 

Solis had brought two colleagues from her Hyannis practice 

to assist with the documentation and the transcript monitoring. 

The petitioner’s table had Solis and Corrigan and Hamilton, who 

had submitted the investigation declaration and who was therefore 
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a party to the proceeding in the limited sense of someone who 

might be asked to speak to his declaration’s contents. I was in 

the gallery, which is where the notebook belongs: outside the 

formal proceedings, present to observe and record. 

At eight fifty-eight, the clerk called the room to order. 

Judge Catherine Vance entered at nine. 

 

She was exactly what Solis had described: a tall woman in 

her late fifties whose bearing had the quality of someone for 

whom the authority of the position is not something she performs 

but something she inhabits, the way a person inhabits a chair 

they have been sitting in for long enough that the chair and the 

person have organized themselves around each other. She sat at 

the bench and looked at the room for a moment with the specific 

looking of a person who is reading the room before it begins 

rather than after, and then she said: 

“This is the substantive hearing in the matter of Corrigan 

versus the Commonwealth, post-conviction review petition, case 

number PC-0114. I have reviewed the petition, the supporting 

evidence, the respondent’s response and expert counter-analysis, 

and the petitioner’s reply. I have also reviewed the brief 

submitted by the Barnstable County District Attorney’s office. I 

will hear testimony this morning from the petitioner’s forensic 

expert, Dr. Clara Enright, and from the respondent’s forensic 

expert, Dr. Raymond Foss. After that testimony I will take the 

matter under advisement. The proceeding is not a trial. The 

purpose of the testimony is to assist the court in assessing the 
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technical foundation of the forensic evidence at issue. Counsel 

will have opportunity to examine and cross-examine. I will ask my 

own questions when the testimony is complete.” She paused. 

“Before we begin, I want to address the curated-evidence argument 

in the respondent’s response directly. I have read the 

investigation declaration submitted by Mr. Hamilton. I am 

satisfied that the investigation was conducted correctly and that 

the declaration provides a complete account of the 

investigation’s scope and methods. I will not permit the curated-

evidence argument to be raised as a line of cross-examination 

against the expert witnesses. The argument may be developed in a 

subsequent submission if counsel believes it remains relevant 

after today’s testimony. It will not occupy today’s session.” 

Whitmore, for the respondent, started to rise. Vance looked 

at him. 

“Sit down, Mr. Whitmore. I have read your response. The 

argument is preserved for later if you need it. Today we are here 

for the science.” 

He sat. 

I wrote in the notebook: Vance reading the room and the 

documents and organizing the day’s proceedings before they began. 

The quality of a judge who has done the work before the session 

rather than during it, and who is not going to allow the session 

to be used for anything other than what it was convened for. I 

had hoped for this quality and found it present and was glad. 

Solis called Clara first. 
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Clara walked to the witness stand with the demonstration 

case and her report and the quality I had observed in the 

outbuilding on the day she opened the harness evidence container: 

the deliberate movement of a person who is doing what she is 

equipped to do and who has organized herself fully for the doing. 

She was sworn. Solis established her credentials, which required 

four minutes: the degrees, the publications, the institutional 

affiliations, the forensic experience, the specific expertise in 

marine materials analysis. When the credentials were complete 

Vance said, without ceremony, “Dr. Enright. Tell me what you 

found.” 

Clara told her. She told her in the language of her 

published papers: precise, specific, accessible to a careful non-

specialist reader. She described the surface sample and the 

analysis sequence: the optical examination, the XRD analysis, the 

carbon isotope ratio analysis. She described each instrument’s 

method and its limitations and the specific conclusion that the 

instrument supported. She was careful to say, at each stage, what 

the instrument could establish and what it could not, which is 

the particular form of scientific honesty that makes testimony 

credible: the scientist who claims more than the instrument can 

support is the scientist whose testimony a skilled attorney can 

disassemble. Clara did not claim more than the instrument 

supported. She claimed exactly what it supported, no more, and 

the picture that the exact claims assembled was: the bell is not 

old, the bell was treated to look old, the bell’s characteristics 
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are inconsistent with the characteristics of a bell from the 

period claimed. 

Then she opened the demonstration case. 

I had seen the samples on the kitchen table the previous 

week and understood what they would do in a courtroom. Seeing 

them in the courtroom was something else. Clara placed the four 

labeled sample cases on the rail of the witness stand where Vance 

could see them and asked the clerk to bring them to the bench for 

examination. Each case contained a surface sample from a bronze 

bell of known age: three years, twenty years, sixty years, and 

one hundred and twenty years old. Each sample was mounted on a 

white card with its age labeled in Clara’s field notebook 

handwriting. Each sample was visibly different from the others in 

a way that did not require expertise to see, only eyes: the 

three-year sample pale gold with the thin surface oxidation of 

recent metal. The twenty-year sample darker and developing depth. 

The sixty-year sample with the specific complex darkness of long 

oxidation in a protected interior environment. The hundred-and-

twenty-year sample from Tavares’s grandfather’s bell with the 

specific color of bronze that has been in maritime proximity for 

a century and that has acquired, in that time, a layered darkness 

with a depth and texture that no treatment applied over months 

can produce. 

Clara set the Sherrill bell sample beside them. 

She said, “The sample on the far right is the surface sample 

from the bell recovered from the claimant’s possession. Your 

Honor can observe directly the surface characteristics of this 
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sample compared with the reference samples of known age. The 

Sherrill bell sample’s color and surface texture are consistent 

with the twenty-year reference sample. They are not consistent 

with the sixty-year or the hundred-and-twenty-year samples. The 

treatment applied to the bell has produced an appearance that is 

not identical to any of the reference samples but that is 

significantly closer to the recent samples than to the old ones. 

This observation is confirmed by the analytical data I have 

described. But it does not require analytical data to make. It 

requires the samples side by side and the willingness to look at 

them.” 

Vance looked at the samples. She looked at them for a long 

time, moving her attention from left to right and back, the 

specific looking of a person who is deciding whether what she 

sees is what she is being told she sees. Then she looked at 

Clara. 

“Thank you,” she said. 

This was not a conclusion. It was not a finding. It was the 

acknowledgment of a person who has received clear information 

clearly delivered and who is filing it in the correct location in 

her assessment of the case. But the quality of the acknowledgment 

told me that the information had landed where it needed to land, 

and I wrote: Vance looked at the samples and said thank you, and 

the thank you meant that the samples had done what Clara had 

designed them to do. 

Whitmore cross-examined for forty minutes. 
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I want to be honest about the cross-examination, because 

honesty requires acknowledging that Whitmore was skilled and that 

the cross-examination was not perfunctory. He had prepared with 

Foss and he knew where the technical objections were strongest 

and he pressed them with the precision of a lawyer who has done 

this many times with expert witnesses and who understands that 

the goal is not to destroy the witness’s testimony but to 

introduce sufficient doubt into the court’s assessment of it that 

the burden of persuasion becomes uncertain. 

The portable XRD margin of error was the first line. He 

established the instrument’s documented specifications and asked 

Clara whether the margin of error he cited was accurate. She said 

it was accurate as a general statement about the instrument’s 

performance across its full range of applications, and then she 

said what she had said in her response document: that the margin 

of error he was describing was not relevant to this specific 

application because the gap between the bell’s actual age and its 

claimed age was orders of magnitude larger than the margin. He 

asked her to quantify that claim. She did: the instrument’s 

margin of error was approximately plus or minus eight years for 

samples in the range of one to two hundred years. The bell was 

between fifteen and twenty-five years old. The claimed age was 

one hundred and eighty years. The gap was one hundred and fifty-

five years at the minimum. The margin of error was eight years. 

She invited him to explain how an eight-year margin of error made 

a one-hundred-and-fifty-five-year gap uncertain. 

He moved to the calibration protocol. 
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He asked whether she had followed the recent marine 

environment calibration protocol for the carbon isotope analysis. 

She said she had not. He asked why not. She said she had not 

followed it because the protocol was designed for samples that 

had been in cold salt water below fifty meters for extended 

periods, and that the sample she was analyzing had not been in 

cold salt water below fifty meters for an extended period, which 

the other elements of her analysis had already established. He 

said her conclusion about the sample’s history was the very 

matter in dispute and that she could not use an unestablished 

conclusion as the basis for choosing which protocol to apply. She 

said that the three analytical methods she had used—optical 

examination, XRD, and carbon isotope analysis—were independent of 

each other and that each independently supported the same 

conclusion, and that the calibration protocol question was 

therefore irrelevant to the collective picture because the 

conclusion did not rest on any single method’s choice of protocol 

but on the convergence of three independent methods. He pressed 

the point. She repeated the answer. He pressed again. Vance, from 

the bench, said, “Mr. Whitmore, Dr. Enright has answered the 

question twice and the answer has not changed. Please move on.” 

The calibration protocol exchange was the most technically 

demanding passage of the cross-examination and I want to describe 

it more fully, because what happened in it was not simply a 

technical exchange but a demonstration of something about the 

particular kind of expertise that Clara brings to this kind of 

work. Whitmore had prepared well. He understood the new protocol 
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and he understood why Clara had not followed it and he had 

constructed an argument that, from the outside, had the shape of 

a logical trap: you cannot justify your protocol choice using 

your conclusion, because your conclusion is what we are 

disputing. It was a genuine argument and it deserved a genuine 

answer rather than deflection. Clara gave it. She did not 

deflect. She said: I did not use my conclusion to choose the 

protocol. I used the prior elements of my analysis—the optical 

examination and the XRD—which together established the bell’s 

characteristics before the carbon isotope analysis was conducted. 

The prior elements are not the conclusion; they are the 

preconditions for the conclusion, and they were established 

independently before the protocol choice was made. Whitmore asked 

whether she was claiming the prior elements were conclusive. She 

said no; they were preliminary findings that required the isotope 

analysis to confirm. He said then you used preliminary findings 

to justify a protocol choice and then used the protocol’s result 

to confirm the preliminary findings, which is circular. She said 

no; the preliminary findings established the range of likely age, 

the protocol was appropriate for that range, and the isotope 

analysis confirmed the preliminary findings’ direction while 

establishing the specific age. The confirmation is not circular; 

it is triangulation. He said the distinction was not clear. She 

said the distinction was precise and she was happy to explain it 

with a diagram if the court would permit it. Vance said she did 

not need a diagram and that she understood the distinction and 

that Mr. Whitmore should move on. 



Gael / The Long Tide / 316 

 

He moved to the natural accelerated patination argument. 

This was Foss’s best technical contribution and Whitmore had 

saved it for the end, which is the correct strategic choice: end 

with your strongest point so that it occupies the judge’s 

attention during the recess. He asked Clara whether she was aware 

of the phenomenon of naturally accelerated patination in cold-

water coastal environments. She said she was. He asked whether it 

was possible that the bell’s surface characteristics were the 

result of natural accelerated patination rather than artificial 

treatment. She said it was theoretically possible and practically 

implausible, and that the implausibility was established by the 

carbon isotope analysis, which did not examine the surface but 

examined the bronze’s constituent materials and whose finding 

could not be produced by any surface process, natural or 

artificial. She said: the surface of the bell could have been 

altered by natural environmental processes. The interior 

chemistry of the bronze could not. The carbon isotope ratios in 

the bronze alloy reflect the age at which the alloy was cast, not 

the age at which the surface was oxidized. The bell was cast in 

the past fifteen to twenty-five years. No surface process changes 

when the bell was cast. 

Whitmore sat down. 

Vance said, “Thank you, Dr. Enright. You may step down.” She 

looked at her notes for a moment. “We will take a fifteen-minute 

recess before Dr. Foss’s testimony.” 

I want to record what happened in the gallery during Clara’s 

testimony, by which I mean what I observed in the people I was 
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watching rather than what was being said, because the people 

receiving the testimony were as significant as the testimony 

itself. Corrigan had been watching Clara with the quality of a 

person who is trying to follow a technical argument he does not 

have the training to fully evaluate and who has decided that the 

way to receive it is to watch the expert and the judge 

simultaneously, tracking not the argument but the response to it. 

He had looked at Clara when she was speaking and at Vance when 

Clara paused, reading each in the way he read weather from a 

boat: not the meteorological data but the response of the sea 

surface to conditions he was trying to understand. When Vance had 

looked at the samples for thirty seconds and said thank you, 

Corrigan had looked at the table. Not down, not in defeat; 

straight at the table surface in the particular way of a person 

who has just received something significant and who needs a 

moment of non-looking to hold it. His jaw was not tight. His 

hands were flat on the table. He was receiving. 

I thought about what he was receiving. Not the chemistry of 

the analysis, which he did not have the training to fully follow. 

Not the legal implications, which he would understand when Solis 

explained them. What he was receiving, as Vance said thank you 

after thirty seconds with the bell samples, was this: someone had 

looked. Someone had taken the bell and the instruments and the 

professional knowledge that Corrigan had not had and could not 

have acquired alone and had looked at what he had been saying for 

twenty-one years and had found that the looking confirmed it. He 

had been right. He had known he was right. And now, in the 
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precise language of a court proceeding, a scientist was saying it 

on the record, and a judge was receiving it, and what had been 

only his knowledge and the knowledge of the people who had 

believed him was becoming the knowledge of an institution with 

the authority to act on it. 

Clara came back to the petitioner’s table with the quality 

of a scientist who has done what the work required and who is now 

managing the physical depletion that two hours of precise 

testimony under adversarial pressure produces. She sat and Solis 

passed her water and she drank it and looked at the demonstration 

case with the expression of a person reassessing whether the 

thing they brought had done what it needed to do. I could not 

tell her from the gallery. I wrote in my notebook that I thought 

it had, which is not the same as knowing it had, but which was my 

honest assessment of what I had observed in the room. 

Hamilton was at the petitioner’s table with his declaration 

in front of him, not looking at it, looking at Corrigan. Corrigan 

was sitting with his hands on the table, and his face had changed 

from the controlled expression of the morning to something 

different: not relief, not certainty, but the quality of a person 

who has received information that is significant and who is still 

in the process of understanding what it means. He had watched 

Clara’s testimony with the attention of a man who is trying to 

understand a technical subject he has not studied, and what he 

had understood, I thought, was not the chemistry of the analysis 

but the structure of the argument: three independent methods, the 

same conclusion, the gap that no margin of error can bridge. He 
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had understood that the bell’s age was established, and he knew 

what the bell’s age meant, and he was sitting with that knowledge 

in the way of a man who has been waiting to sit with it for 

twenty-one years and who is not sure, now that the moment has 

come, how to organize himself around it. 

 

Foss testified for ninety minutes. 

His testimony: the account of what was said rather than what 

I hoped would be said, the account of where the argument was 

strong and where it was not. I was rooting for an outcome. I try 

to hold that away from the account the way a physician holds 

preference away from the diagnosis. The preference exists. The 

diagnosis must be the diagnosis. 

Foss was a good witness. He was precise and he was specific 

and he was honest in the same way that Clara was honest: he said 

what he believed and he said it in the language that the belief 

deserved. He did not overstate. He did not perform certainty he 

did not have. He said: the portable XRD instrument has a margin 

of error that is documented and that is wider than the margin of 

a laboratory-grade spectrometer, and that margin should be 

considered in assessing the analysis. He said: the The new 

calibration protocol exists because it was found to produce more 

reliable results for marine environment samples than earlier 

protocols, and the choice not to follow it requires justification 

that goes beyond the analyst’s prior conclusion about the sample. 

He said: natural accelerated patination in the specific coastal 

environments he had studied could produce surface oxidation 
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patterns that visual inspection alone could not distinguish from 

the results of artificial treatment, and that the visual 

demonstration Clara had presented, while compelling, was not a 

substitute for the controlled laboratory analysis that would 

definitively distinguish the two mechanisms. 

These were honest objections and Vance received them as 

such. 

What Foss could not do, and what Whitmore’s examination 

could not help him do, was address the carbon isotope finding 

directly. When Solis cross-examined, she asked Foss whether the 

carbon isotope analysis was susceptible to the natural 

accelerated patination argument. He said no. She asked whether it 

was susceptible to the portable instrument margin-of-error 

argument. He said the carbon isotope analysis used a different 

instrument and a different methodology and that the margin-of-

error argument applied specifically to the XRD analysis and not 

to the isotope analysis. She asked whether any surface process, 

natural or artificial, could alter the carbon isotope ratios in 

the bronze alloy after the alloy was cast. He was quiet for a 

moment. Then he said no. She asked whether the carbon isotope 

ratios reflected the age at which the bronze was cast rather than 

the age at which the surface was modified. He said yes. She asked 

what the carbon isotope analysis had established about the bell’s 

casting date. He looked at the data in the methodology 

documentation. He said: the analysis establishes that the bell 

was cast within the past thirty years, at the outer boundary of 
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the instrument’s confidence interval, and more likely within the 

past twenty years. 

“Thank you, Dr. Foss,” Solis said. “No further questions.” 

Whitmore had no redirect that would have helped. 

Vance said, “Thank you, Dr. Foss.” She made a note. “I have 

some questions for both experts before I conclude the session.” 

 

Vance’s questions occupied forty minutes and they were the 

forty minutes that made the hearing what it was rather than what 

it might have been. She called Clara back to the stand and asked 

four questions. She called Foss back and asked three. The 

questions were of the kind that a judge asks when she has 

understood the technical material well enough to have identified 

the specific points of genuine uncertainty and the specific 

points of genuine agreement, and when she wants the testimony to 

address those points directly rather than addressing the points 

that each side’s advocacy had organized the testimony around. 

Vance’s questioning was unlike anything I had observed from 

either counsel, and the difference is worth naming. Whitmore had 

questioned to build a record of specific objections. Solis had 

questioned to establish specific confirmations. Both of them were 

doing what counsel does: advancing a position through the 

questions. Vance was doing something different. She was 

questioning to understand. Not to advance a position, not to 

build a record for a brief she had already written, but to 

establish, for herself, the specific points of the testimony that 

the written record had not been able to fully clarify and that 
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the examination by the parties’ counsel had also not been able to 

fully clarify, because neither party’s counsel was organized 

around the specific clarification that Vance needed. She needed 

to know whether the carbon isotope finding could be challenged on 

any ground that Foss’s objections had not already raised. She 

needed to know whether the surface demonstration was independent 

of or dependent on the analytical finding. She needed to know, 

from Foss directly, whether his most important objection—the 

natural accelerated patination argument—survived the carbon 

isotope finding. She asked four questions to Clara and three to 

Foss. Seven questions, forty minutes. Each question asking the 

particular thing that the forty minutes of each expert’s 

testimony had not answered and that the judge needed answered 

before she could proceed to the thirty days of her written 

decision. This is what it looks like when an institution works 

correctly: the person with the decision-making authority asking 

the questions that the decision requires, without advocacy, 

without performance, without any interest except the decision 

being right. 

To Clara, she asked: could any surface process, in Clara’s 

professional opinion, produce carbon isotope ratios consistent 

with the past thirty years in a bronze bell purported to be from 

1841? Clara said no. She asked: was there any analytical 

methodology available that would produce a different result in 

the carbon isotope analysis of this specific sample? Clara said 

there was not; the physics of carbon isotope decay do not change 

based on the analytical instrument. She asked: was the surface 
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demonstration—the comparison samples—consistent with the carbon 

isotope finding or independent of it? Clara said independent; the 

surface observation had been made before the carbon isotope 

analysis was conducted and the findings had subsequently 

converged. She asked: in Clara’s professional opinion, what was 

the bell’s age? Clara said: between fifteen and twenty-five 

years, with the most probable value around twenty years. 

To Foss, she asked: was the carbon isotope analysis 

susceptible to any of the three objections he had raised? He said 

no. She asked: in his professional opinion, was the carbon 

isotope finding sufficient, considered on its own without the XRD 

or the optical examination, to establish that the bell had not 

been in continuous submersion since 1841? He was quiet for a 

moment. Then he said: yes. She asked: was his expert opinion that 

the bell’s surface characteristics could be explained by natural 

accelerated patination contingent on the carbon isotope finding 

being incorrect? He said yes. She said: and since the carbon 

isotope finding was not susceptible to your objections, your 

natural accelerated patination explanation cannot apply to this 

bell regardless of the surface characteristics? He said: that is 

correct, Your Honor. 

Vance wrote something on her legal pad. She looked at it for 

a moment. 

Then she said, “I have heard the testimony I needed to hear. 

I will take the matter under advisement. Before I adjourn, I want 

to say one thing for the record. The question before this court 

is not whether Daniel Corrigan is innocent of the charge of which 
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he was convicted. That question is not what a post-conviction 

petition asks. The question is whether the forensic evidence that 

was central to the original conviction was sufficient to support 

the verdict given what was known at the time, and given what is 

now known. I have heard testimony today from two credentialed 

experts who, in the matter of the carbon isotope analysis, are in 

agreement. The bell that formed a significant part of the 

prosecution’s identification evidence was not cast in the 1840s. 

This finding was not available at the time because the analytical 

methodology that produced it was not available then. Whether the 

unavailability of that methodology then is sufficient grounds for 

the relief the petitioner seeks is the question I will address in 

my written decision, which I will issue within thirty days.” She 

looked at the room. “We are adjourned.” 

She stood. The room stood. She left. 

 

The corridor outside Vance’s courtroom at twelve-forty on a 

Thursday in November. Solis organizing the documentation with the 

efficient care of someone who has already moved past the hearing 

and into the thirty days that would follow it. Whitmore and Foss 

and the Croft junior attorney departing without ceremony, 

Whitmore on his phone before he had fully cleared the courtroom 

door, Foss with his annotated methodology documents in his 

briefcase, moving with the quality of a scientist who has done 

what was asked of him and who is already thinking about the next 

thing. 
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I watched Foss leave and thought about the honesty of his 

last answer to Vance: yes, the natural accelerated patination 

explanation could not apply if the carbon isotope finding was 

correct, and yes, the carbon isotope finding was not susceptible 

to his objections. He had been hired to challenge Clara’s 

methodology. He had challenged it honestly and he had found, in 

the course of the challenge, that the central finding could not 

be challenged, and he had said so when the judge asked him 

directly. This is the form of professional integrity that does 

not require courage because it is simply what careful scientists 

do: they say what the evidence shows regardless of who is asking. 

I thought about Calloway’s dive logs and the care with which 

twenty years of a man’s scientific practice had produced the 

three words that had started everything, and I thought about Foss 

across the aisle acknowledging, under oath, that Clara was right 

about the thing that mattered. The chain of careful work, again. 

It does not care whether its links are on opposing sides. 

Hamilton was at Corrigan’s left, and Solis was at his right, 

and Corrigan was standing in the corridor with the expression 

that had replaced the controlled face of the morning: not relief, 

still not relief, but something that was organizing itself in the 

direction of relief, like a body of water beginning to move after 

a long stillness, the surface still almost flat but carrying now 

the first evidence of current. He said nothing for a long moment. 

Then he said to Hamilton: “She said it. On the record. The bell 

was not from the 1840s.” 

“Yes,” Hamilton said. 
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“And the original conviction’s forensic foundation.” 

“Is what the decision will address. She said within thirty 

days.” He paused. “She used the word ’sufficient.’ She asked 

whether the evidence was sufficient to support the verdict. She 

will ask that question in her written decision and she will 

answer it with the record of today’s testimony, which includes 

Foss’s agreement that the carbon isotope finding cannot be 

challenged.” 

Corrigan looked at the courtroom door for a moment. The door 

was closed, the clerk visible through its narrow window doing the 

administrative work of the concluded session. “Twenty-one years,” 

he said. Not to anyone. To the door, perhaps, or to the corridor, 

or to the quality of a November morning in a courthouse that had 

been the site of the original wrong and was now, possibly, 

beginning the formal work of addressing it. 

“Yes,” Solis said. “Twenty-one years. And thirty more days. 

And then the decision.” She touched his arm. “You have done 

everything correctly. The evidence has done what evidence does 

when it is handled correctly. The record is what it is.” 

He looked at her. Then at Hamilton. Then at me, in the 

gallery doorway, notebook in hand. He nodded. Then he 

straightened his jacket and walked to the elevator. 

I watched him go and wrote: Corrigan in the corridor, 

twenty-one years and thirty more days, the jacket from the 

preliminary hearing, the first movement of water after a long 

stillness. 
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We drove back to Allen Point in the early afternoon. The 

November light was doing its particular thing on the Route 28 

corridor: the low angle, the long shadows, the specific gold that 

the drained oak leaves carry in November when the green is gone 

and what remains is the color the season has been building toward 

under the surface of the summer all along. Hamilton drove. Clara 

was in the back seat with her report and the demonstration case 

and the quality of someone who had performed a long significant 

piece of work and was now in the specific depletion that follows 

it: not unhappy, not relieved, simply spent in the way that 

useful effort spends you. 

The morning had been the kind that needs its afternoon to be 

received properly. The drive was the afternoon. The November 

light on Route 28 had the quality of a light that knows it is not 

going to last much longer: low, horizontal, finding the surface 

of every object it touched and making it specific, the texture of 

the oak bark and the cedar shingles and the asphalt surface of 

the road all rendered with the precision that the direct light of 

summer conceals. This is the Cape’s gift to those who stay for 

the off-season: not the spectacular light of the tourist 

photographs but the honest light of a place that has stopped 

performing and is simply itself. We drove through it and it was 

what it was and it was sufficient. 

Hamilton did not speak for the first ten minutes of the 

drive, which is how I know the hearing had landed where it needed 

to land. When Hamilton is processing something significant he 

becomes not silent exactly but reduced: the speech contracts to 
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what the thinking requires, which is nothing, and the nothing is 

productive rather than empty. By the time we reached Chatham he 

had organized whatever needed organizing and the reduction ended 

and he was back to his ordinary mode, which is still not voluble 

by most standards but which is a different quality of presence 

than the processing silence. 

I wrote in the notebook. This is what I wrote: 

Vance said: the bell was not from the 1840s. She said it on 

the record. She said it in a courtroom with Corrigan present and 

with Whitmore and Foss and the Croft attorneys across the aisle 

and with the DA’s brief on the petitioner’s table. She said it 

precisely and without drama, which is the way that true things 

should be said: in the plain language that allows the weight of 

the thing to be what it is without the language adding anything 

or taking anything away. The bell was not from the 1840s. 

Harmon’s finding was produced by an instrument insufficient for 

the question it was answering. The conviction’s forensic 

foundation was built on a finding that a better instrument, 

applied two decades later, found could not hold. 

This is not the verdict. The decision is thirty days away 

and the decision will be what Vance’s reading of the complete 

record produces and I do not know what it will say. But the 

testimony is in the record now and the account holds and what the 

account holds can be read by anyone who needs to read it. 

Corrigan’s attorney can read it. The conduct board can read it. 

Thomas Voss Jr. in Orleans can read it when the decision is 

published and the public record is updated. The record does not 
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require anyone to agree with it. It requires only that it be 

accurate, and that it be where it can be found. 

Hamilton said, from the front seat, without turning: 

“Clara.” 

“Mm,” she said. 

“The samples. Tavares’s bell. The hundred-and-twenty-year 

sample.” He paused. “That was the right thing to bring.” 

She was quiet for a moment. “Vance looked at them for thirty 

seconds before she said thank you. I timed it.” 

“I know. I saw.” 

A pause. The road ran north. The late-afternoon light 

compressed itself toward the tree line ahead of us. 

“Pops,” Clara said. 

“Mm.” 

“Thirty days.” 

“Thirty days,” he said. “And then the next thing.” 

I closed the notebook. We went home. 

 

That evening I wrote the full account of the hearing from 

the morning’s notes, which took three hours and which produced 

thirty-two pages of the specific density of a court session 

transcribed by someone who has been trained by eleven years of 

partnership to note what matters and leave out what doesn’t. When 

I finished I read it through once and made three corrections of 

fact and one correction of characterization, which is my standard 

ratio for a first-draft court account: the facts are generally 

accurate, the characterizations occasionally need a second look. 
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A note on the methodology of the account itself: I write in 

the field notebook in the shorthand of immediate observation and 

I transcribe in the journal in the longer form that the shorthand 

opens when I have the time and the quiet to expand it. The 

journal version is not a different record from the field 

notebook; it is the same record with the observation’s 

implications made explicit rather than left implicit, the way a 

contact print of a photograph and the full-size print of the same 

photograph are the same image at different scales. What I find in 

the transcription that I do not find in the field notes is often 

not new information but new understanding: the meaning of a thing 

I observed correctly but did not yet know the meaning of at the 

moment of observation. Tonight’s transcription had two of those 

moments. The first was the corridor. I had noted: Corrigan nodded 

and went to the elevator. In the journal I found: he went to the 

elevator alone, the jacket slightly too formal for his build, the 

controlled expression becoming something else in the moment 

before he turned away, and the something else was the first 

evidence of a man reconsidering the terms on which he has been 

living. The second was the drive. I had noted: Hamilton and Clara 

and the Pops exchange. In the journal I found: the Pops exchange 

was the first fully reciprocal one since Chapter Seven, when 

Clara had used the word from the back seat about Calloway’s 

wreck. Here, in the car after the hearing, she used it again: 

Pops, and Hamilton said mm, and she said thirty days, and he said 

thirty days and then the next thing. The exchange was brief and 

ordinary and it was the sound of two people who have done 
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significant work together and who know how to name the interval 

between the finished part and the next part without requiring it 

to be more than it is. 

The characterization I corrected was my initial description 

of Foss’s demeanor during Solis’s cross-examination. I had 

written that he looked uncomfortable. Reading it again I decided 

that what he had looked was precise: a man being careful with a 

question that deserved precision, not a man who was uncomfortable 

with being asked it. The distinction matters. Discomfort suggests 

evasion. Precision suggests integrity. Foss had not been evading. 

He had been saying what the evidence showed, carefully, in the 

specific context of a question he had not been prepared to be 

asked by Solis because his preparation had been organized around 

a different set of questions. The precision in the face of the 

unexpected question was, I thought, the most creditable thing I 

had observed from his side of the hearing. 

I wrote this in the notebook and then wrote beside it: What 

it means that the opposing expert was credible and that his 

testimony under cross-examination supported the petitioner’s 

position: it means the truth of the case was not constructed from 

advocacy. It was found. Clara found it in the surface of a bell 

in forty seconds of pre-contact observation and confirmed it with 

three independent analytical methods and defended it against a 

genuine expert using the facts that the defense itself had 

confirmed. The facts were what they were regardless of who was 

doing the examining. That is the only kind of finding that holds. 
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Mary came into the study at ten-thirty and said I should 

come to bed. I said I was almost done. She looked at the thirty-

two pages on the desk and then at me and said, “You’ve been 

writing since seven.” 

“I know.” 

“The hearing went well.” 

“It did.” 

“Then come to bed.” 

She went. I finished the page I was on, made the final note, 

and closed the notebook. The study was quiet in the particular 

way of a room that has been used for concentrated work and that 

holds the quality of the concentration after the concentration 

has ended. Hamilton’s study next door was also quiet. I could 

hear the salt pond through the window, which I had cracked for 

the air, and the November wind, and nothing else except the sound 

of the house settling in the cold, which is the sound the Cape 

houses make when the temperature drops and the old wood remembers 

what it is. 

Thirty days. 

The record was where it needed to be. The court would do 

what the court would do. The four of us at Allen Point had done 

what we had come here to do, and we had done it correctly, and 

the Cape in November was doing what it does, which is to go about 

its business without requiring anything of us except that we pay 

attention to it and remain. 

I went to bed. 
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Chapter Twelve 

“The Catherine Marie” 

 

Vance’s decision arrived on the twenty-seventh day. Not the 

thirtieth, the twenty-seventh, which told Hamilton something 

about how she had been spending the thirty days: she had been 

ready on the twenty-seventh and she had not held it to the 

deadline. This was consistent with everything I had observed 

about her in the courtroom: a person who does not use available 

time for its own sake but who uses the time the work requires and 

no more. 

The decision was eleven pages. Solis called Hamilton at 

nine-fifteen in the morning to say it was on the docket and that 

she needed an hour to read it before she called back. She called 

back at ten-twenty and she said, “She granted the petition.” 

Hamilton was at the kitchen table with his coffee. I was 

across from him. I watched his face receive the information. 

The face did not change quickly. It changed, but not 

quickly, and in the way it changes when significant information 

has arrived that was expected and that is nevertheless 

significant: the specific settling of a man whose work has 

produced the result the work was aimed at, not triumphant, not 

performed, simply the settling of something into the place it 

belongs. He said, “What are the terms?” 

Solis told him the terms. The decision granted the petition 

for post-conviction review on the grounds that the forensic 

evidence central to the original conviction was insufficient in 
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light of the new evidence submitted. The decision specifically 

found that the harness evidence, as re-examined using methodology 

unavailable at the time of trial, did not support the conclusion 

of deliberate manipulation that the original expert had testified 

to. The decision ordered a formal review hearing before a three-

judge panel, to be convened within ninety days, at which the 

original conviction would be assessed against the complete 

evidentiary record including the new evidence. The decision did 

not vacate the conviction; it opened the door to a proceeding 

that could vacate the conviction. 

“She didn’t vacate,” I said. 

“She granted the review,” Hamilton said. “Vacating at the 

post-conviction petition stage would be unusual. What she has 

done is establish that the new evidence is sufficient to require 

a full panel review, which is the mechanism through which the 

conviction can be formally set aside if the panel agrees with her 

assessment. It is ninety days to the review hearing. The panel 

will hear the full case in the light of the new evidence and the 

DA’s brief and Solis’s petition and will make a determination.” 

He paused. “It is not over. But the door is open and the 

mechanism that should have been available twenty-one years ago is 

now in motion.” 

Solis was going to call Corrigan. I asked if Hamilton wanted 

to be the one to call him. He was quiet for a moment. 

“I want to tell him in person,” he said. 
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We drove to Harwich in the December morning, which was 

different from the November mornings we had been driving through 

for the past month: colder, the sky lower, the specific gray of a 

Cape December that is not the dramatic gray of a storm but the 

settled gray of a season that has arrived and made itself at 

home. The scrub oak along Route 28 was bare now, the branches 

specific and particular against the sky in the way that bare 

trees on a gray day are always specific and particular: you see 

the structure of them when the leaves are gone, the branching 

pattern that the summer obscures, the specific character that 

each tree has expressed over decades of growing in a specific 

direction toward a particular light. I have been looking at these 

trees since May and I know some of them now, in the way that you 

come to know the things you pass regularly: not intimately but 

with the familiarity of repetition, the familiarity that becomes, 

over time, a form of belonging. 

Hamilton drove. He was in his thinking mode but the thinking 

had a different quality than the investigation’s thinking: not 

the rapid analytical processing of a case in motion but something 

slower and more reflective, the thinking of a person who has 

completed a significant piece of work and who is moving through 

the landscape of its completion. I did not interrupt it. I wrote 

in the notebook and let the drive be what it was. 

The Harwich boat yard was quiet on a December morning. No 

customer vehicles in the lot. The proprietor’s truck in its usual 

place. The boats on stands in the yard with their winter covers 

on, the covered shapes of sleeping vessels, the yard organized 
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for the off-season with the efficiency of a working place that 

knows what the season requires and acts accordingly. The sound of 

an electric sander from inside the building, the unhurried sound 

of maintenance work that has its own internal schedule and is not 

pressed by anyone’s urgency. 

The Catherine Marie was in the corner where it had been in 

September when we first came here. It was covered now for the 

winter, a fitted blue tarp over the hull and cabin, secured with 

straps at the rails. It looked, under the cover, smaller than it 

had looked in September when it was uncovered and the hull’s 

lines were visible: the double-ender design of a working Cape 

boat, the beam that spoke of purpose over elegance. Under the 

cover it was simply a shape, a presence in the corner of the 

yard, the shape of something that had been kept and maintained 

and was being kept still. 

I want to stay at the Catherine Marie for a moment before 

the account moves inside, because the boat in the December yard 

deserves more than a passing description. It was not a dramatic 

object. Under its fitted cover it was the shape of a covered boat 

on a stand in a corner of a working boat yard, indistinguishable 

in most respects from any of the other covered boats except that 

it was alone in the corner rather than in the organized rows of 

seasonal storage. The corner placement was a choice: it kept the 

boat away from routine traffic, visible but not in the way, 

accessible but separate. A boat you put in the corner when you 

want it present without being crowded. 
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I thought about what twenty-three years of maintaining a 

boat you do not use says about the person doing the maintaining. 

It is not nostalgia, not exactly. Nostalgia is the longing for a 

past that was better. Corrigan did not long for the morning of 

November 14th. What he was maintaining was not the memory of a 

good time but the physical record of a significant one. He had 

kept the boat because the boat was the evidence and the evidence 

needed to be where he could see it and where it would be 

available if the day came when someone needed to examine it. That 

the day had come and the examination had not required the boat 

directly did not diminish the keeping. The keeping had been the 

right thing regardless of whether the boat was ultimately 

required. You keep the evidence because you do not know in 

advance which evidence will be needed. 

I looked at it for a moment before going inside. 

Twenty-three years the C.M. had been in this yard, or in 

Corrigan’s custody, since the morning it had come back from the 

water without Thomas Voss. Twenty-three years of maintenance, the 

tarp replaced as it wore, the hull anti-fouled though the boat 

had not been in the water. A boat kept for reasons that were not 

practical reasons. A boat that was not a boat in use but a boat 

that was being held in readiness for something that Corrigan 

could not have named but that had organized the maintenance 

through all the years of legal proceedings and denials and the 

slow work of a twelve-year petition. He had been keeping it 

because he had known, or believed, or needed to believe, that the 

day would come when the keeping would have been for something. 
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I went inside. 

 

Corrigan was at the back of the building at a workbench with 

a fiberglass repair on a transom section, which is the kind of 

work that requires steady hands and attention rather than urgency 

and that is therefore the kind of work you do when you have other 

things on your mind and need the hands to be occupied while the 

mind handles them. He looked up when we came in and he saw 

Hamilton’s face and he set the repair tool on the bench with the 

deliberate care of someone making room for what is coming before 

it arrives. 

“The decision.” Not a question. 

“Vance granted the petition,” Hamilton said. “She ordered a 

review hearing before a three-judge panel within ninety days.” 

Corrigan stood still at the bench. He had one hand on the 

transom section and one hand free and he looked at Hamilton with 

the expression that had replaced the controlled expression at 

various stages of the past months: the expression of a man 

receiving information that his entire life for the past twenty-

one years has been organized around the possibility of receiving, 

and who finds, now that it has arrived, that he is not sure what 

his face is supposed to do with it. 

“She found the evidence insufficient,” he said. 

“She found the forensic evidence central to the original 

conviction was insufficient in light of the new evidence. Her 

specific finding was that the harness evidence, as re-examined, 

did not support the conclusion of deliberate manipulation. The 
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conviction has not been vacated. The review panel will make the 

final determination. But Vance’s finding is in the official 

record and the DA’s brief supporting the petition is in the 

official record and Clara’s report and your statement are in the 

official record. The panel will have the complete picture.” 

Hamilton paused. “Solis believes the panel will vacate. She is 

cautious in her assessments and she believes this one.” 

Corrigan looked at his hand on the transom. He looked at it 

for a long moment, the specific looking of a man who is using a 

familiar object as an anchor while the world does something 

unfamiliar around him. Then he looked up. 

“The DA’s brief. Hollis signed it.” 

“Her name is on it. Yes.” 

“I read about it online. I read the brief online when it was 

filed.” He paused. “She didn’t have to.” 

“No.” 

“She could have opposed it or she could have stayed neutral. 

She signed her name to a brief that said the forensic basis of a 

conviction her office obtained was insufficient.” He looked at 

Hamilton. “That cost her something.” 

“Yes. I believe it did.” 

Corrigan set the repair tool on the bench with care and 

removed his work gloves and folded them and set them beside it. 

This sequence of actions—the careful setting down, the removal of 

the gloves, the folding—had the quality of a man organizing the 

small immediate environment before addressing the large immediate 

one. He said, “Ray Fitch should be here for this.” 
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The sentence arrived in the building and stayed there. No 

one said anything for a moment. 

“Yes,” Hamilton said. “He should.” 

“He called me for two weeks before he died. I didn’t know he 

was calling because he was afraid. I thought he was calling 

because I had finally convinced him. I thought he was almost 

ready.” Corrigan looked at the repair bench. “He was trying to 

figure out whether to say yes or no and someone decided for him 

before he could.” 

“Yes.” 

“The man who did that.” 

“Rebeiro is in custody. The charge is first-degree murder. 

The trial is scheduled for the spring.” Hamilton paused. “He will 

stand trial for what he did to Ray Fitch. What the verdict will 

be is not something I can predict. What I know is that the case 

against him is solid and that Noyes has managed it correctly 

since the arrest.” 

Corrigan nodded slowly. He was quiet for a long moment, 

looking at the bench, and I was writing in the notebook but 

writing slowly so that the sounds of the pen on paper were 

minimal, because the quality of the silence in the building was 

the quality of a silence that should not be interrupted unless 

what is being said is worth interrupting it for. Hamilton waited. 

I waited. The sander in the other part of the building had 

stopped. Outside, the December yard was quiet except for the 

wind. 

Corrigan said, “I want to ask you something.” 
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“Ask it.” 

“Why. Why did you do this.” He looked at Hamilton directly. 

“You found a body in the marsh below your house and you worked 

the case and you could have stopped when you found Rebeiro. That 

was the case. That was the arrest. You had done what Noyes needed 

you to do. But the harness and the petition and all of it—that 

wasn’t the case you were hired to work. You were never hired for 

it at all.” He paused. “Why.” 

Hamilton looked at him for a moment before answering, which 

is what he does when a question deserves consideration rather 

than the immediate response that a different kind of question 

would receive. “Because the record was incomplete,” he said. “The 

trap log had an entry from November and a letter on the back of a 

photograph frame and a blank week at the end, and all of those 

things were evidence of a case that had not been correctly 

resolved. The work of the investigation is to follow the evidence 

where it leads. The evidence led to the harness and the harness 

led to you. I was not hired for it. But the work was there and 

the instruments were available and the outcome of not doing it 

was that the record remained wrong.” He paused. “I dislike wrong 

records.” 

The question had arrived from a direction I had not 

anticipated. I had been present for all of the months of the 

investigation and I had been watching Hamilton work through those 

months and I had understood, from the watching, something about 

why the work was done: the wrong record, the available 

instruments, the specific professional obligation that a wrong 



Gael / The Long Tide / 342 

 

record places on a person who has the tools to correct it. But I 

had not heard Hamilton say this in explicit terms, and hearing it 

now, in a boat yard in December with Corrigan at the bench and 

the Catherine Marie covered in the corner of the yard, I found it 

was as precise and as complete as I could have hoped for. He did 

not say: because it was the right thing. He did not say: because 

justice demanded it. He said: the record was incomplete, the work 

was there, the instruments were available, the outcome of not 

doing it was a wrong record. And I dislike wrong records. It was 

not small. It was the most compressed description of the whole 

enterprise that I had heard from him, the whole of what the chain 

document and the blank sheet and the seven seasons of cases had 

been organized around, stated in the register of the work itself 

rather than in the language that the work’s significance might 

seem to require. The record was incomplete. The instruments were 

available. I dislike wrong records. That is sufficient. 

Corrigan looked at him. Then something moved in his face 

that I had not seen before in any of our encounters: not the 

controlled expression or the receiving expression but a third 

thing, a thing that was quieter than both, the expression of a 

man who has received an answer to a question he has been carrying 

for longer than the particular question and who finds the answer 

sufficient. Not complete, not everything that twenty-one years 

required, but sufficient: the right instrument applied to the 

right question and finding what the question needed found. 

He said, “Thank you.” 
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Hamilton said, “You’re welcome.” He said it in the register 

in which he receives thanks that is specific and accurate: 

receiving it, not deflecting it, because Corrigan had earned the 

right to say it and Hamilton had the obligation to receive it 

correctly. 

Then Corrigan said, “Come and see her.” He moved toward the 

back door of the building that gave onto the yard where the 

covered boats were. 

 

We went into the yard. The December cold was immediate and 

specific: not the mitigated cold of the building but the full 

cold of a Cape December morning with the northwest wind putting 

an edge on it. The yard smelled of marine epoxy and cold air and 

the smell of fiberglass in the cold, which is different from the 

smell of fiberglass in the summer and which I associated now with 

the boat yard and with Corrigan and with everything that had 

happened here over the past three months. 

Corrigan went to the Catherine Marie and stood beside her. 

He put one hand on the fitted tarp, a flat-handed touch of the 

kind a person makes when touching something they know well: not 

an examination, not a gesture, simply the contact of long 

familiarity. 

“I’ve been keeping her for twenty-three years,” he said. “I 

know people think it’s an obsession. Maybe it is. But it’s also 

this: she’s the evidence. She’s the thing that was there. 

Everything that happened that morning happened on her deck and 

everything that happened after—the trial, the conviction, the 
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eight years, the petition—started because of what happened on her 

deck. She is the material record of the morning.” He looked at 

the covered hull. “I kept her because I couldn’t let the material 

record disappear. If she had been sold or broken up, the evidence 

would be gone. Not the harness—the harness was in the county’s 

custody. But the boat. The deck where I stood when Voss went 

over. The stern where the wave came. The helm where Ray was. All 

of it physical. All of it specific. I kept it because if the day 

ever came when someone looked at the record properly, the record 

should be complete.” 

Hamilton was looking at the tarp. At the covered hull 

beneath it. At the straps that held the cover in the wind. He 

said, “And now?” 

Corrigan looked at the boat for a long time. His hand was 

still on the tarp. The wind moved across the yard. A gull cried 

somewhere over the harbor, the carrying cry of a gull in cold air 

that always sounds to me like a statement about the indifference 

of the coastal world to whatever human business is being 

conducted within its margins. 

“I’m going to put her in the water in the spring,” he said. 

“If the panel vacates in the spring, I’m going to put her in the 

water. She’s sound. I know she’s sound because I’ve been 

maintaining her for twenty-three years. She can fish.” He paused. 

“I haven’t been fishing since that November. I’ve been working on 

other people’s boats. But I know this water. I know the bars. I 

know where the traps go in the near channels.” He looked at 
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Hamilton. “I’m sixty-two years old. I have maybe ten good years 

on the water if the weather’s not too bad. I’d like to use them.” 

Hamilton said, “You should.” 

Corrigan nodded. He removed his hand from the tarp and 

looked at it, at the hand that knew the water and the lines and 

the boat and that had been applying itself to other people’s work 

for twenty-three years while it waited. “There’s one other thing 

I need to do,” he said. “Before the panel hearing. I need to go 

to Monomoy.” 

“To the site.” 

“To where it happened. I haven’t been there since November. 

I’ve been on the water, but not on that water. Not that passage.” 

He looked south, toward the sound that was not visible from the 

boat yard but that was there, behind the low December horizon. “I 

think I need to go before the panel. While I still don’t know how 

it ends. I think I need to go when the ending is still 

uncertain.” 

“Why?” I asked. It came out before I had decided to ask it, 

which sometimes happens when someone says something that touches 

the notebook’s specific interest and the notebook’s interest and 

the person’s are briefly the same thing. 

Corrigan looked at me. He was quiet for a moment. “Because 

if I wait until after, it will be a thing I do in the relief of 

it. And the relief will change what I find there. I need to go as 

the person I’ve been, not the person I might become. That person—

the one who has been carrying this for twenty-three years—

deserves the trip.” He paused. “If that makes any sense.” 
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“It does,” I said. 

Hamilton was quiet. He was looking at the covered hull and 

at Corrigan and at the December yard, and I could not tell from 

his expression exactly what he was thinking, which is unusual: I 

have been reading Hamilton’s face for eleven years and I can 

generally identify the register of the thinking even when the 

specific content is not legible. What I could identify was that 

the thinking was of the careful kind: the kind that precedes a 

statement rather than a question, the kind that is organizing a 

response to something that has arrived from an unexpected 

direction and that needs to be handled with precision. 

He said, “We have Tavares’s boat.” 

Corrigan looked at him. 

“He lent it to us for Monomoy in October. He would lend it 

again. If you want to make that passage—from Chatham harbor to 

the Monomoy site—before the panel hearing, we can take you.” He 

paused. “You shouldn’t make that passage alone the first time.” 

Corrigan considered this. The calculation was visible: not 

whether he wanted the company, which he would have been permitted 

to decline, but whether the company was the right company for the 

purpose he had described. He needed to go as the person he had 

been. Hamilton was one of the people who knew that person, who 

had read the record of that person and found it worth the full 

work of the investigation. Whether that made Hamilton the right 

company for the passage or the wrong company was not a question I 

could answer for Corrigan, and Hamilton had not pressed it. He 

had offered and he waited. 
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“All right,” Corrigan said. “When?” 

“When the weather gives us a window. Before Christmas if the 

sound cooperates.” 

“I’ll be ready.” He looked at the Catherine Marie one more 

time. Then he turned back toward the building. “I need to finish 

the transom.” 

We followed him in. 

 

We drove back to Allen Point in the December noon. The sky 

had shifted since the morning: not stormy but specifically gray 

in the way of a sky that is managing a transition between weather 

systems, the light flat and even and without the horizontal 

sharpness of the morning. The trees along the road were their 

December selves: bare and specific and permanent in the way of 

things that are not performing anything. 

Hamilton drove in the thinking mode and I wrote in the 

notebook and the road went north through the familiar December 

version of a landscape I had learned in its other seasonal 

versions and that was revealing itself now in the new version, 

the winter version, that was not available until the season had 

stripped everything down to what it actually was. 

I wrote: The Catherine Marie in the corner of the Harwich 

boat yard under its fitted tarp, twenty-three years of 

maintenance, the hull sound because it has been maintained by a 

man who kept it against the day when the record would be complete 

and the boat could do what a boat is for. Corrigan’s hand flat on 

the tarp. The gull over the harbor. The ten good years on the 
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water if the weather holds. The material record of the morning, 

kept intact by the person whose life organized itself around the 

keeping. 

I want to note that before I wrote I dislike wrong records 

in the notebook, I wrote something else that I am going to 

include here because it belongs: I wrote that I had been waiting 

for that sentence for three months without knowing I was waiting 

for it. The whole of the investigation—the trap log and the 

letter and the dock and the harness and Steele and Warren and the 

petition and the hearing—had been organized around that sentence 

without the sentence having been spoken. It was the sentence that 

explained why Hamilton had gone down the bluff path to the marsh 

on the morning of September 14th when a case that did not belong 

to him presented itself. It was the sentence that explained why 

the chain document had occupied seven years and seven addenda. It 

was the sentence that explained the blank sheet on the wall and 

the eleven seasons of cases and the quality of care that the work 

had always been done with. The record was wrong, or incomplete, 

or insufficient, and the instruments existed to correct it, and 

therefore the work was done. That is all. That is, as I wrote in 

the notebook, sufficient. 

I wrote: I dislike wrong records. This is the most Hamilton-

inflected sentence in the account: precise, understated, the full 

weight of the case and the full work of the past three months 

carried in five words. He did not say, “I care about justice,” 

which would be a different sentence and a true one but not the 

sentence that described what had actually happened in the 
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outbuilding and the Harwich boat yard and the Barnstable 

courthouse over the preceding three months. What had happened 

was: the records were wrong, and he found the instruments to 

correct them, and the correction is now in the record where it 

can be found. I dislike wrong records. That is what motivated the 

work. That is why the work was done correctly. 

I wrote: Corrigan going to Monomoy before the panel hearing. 

Going as the person he has been. The person who has been carrying 

this for twenty-three years deserves the trip. I do not know 

whether I will be asked to go on that passage or whether Hamilton 

and Corrigan will make it alone, or whether Noyes will want an 

officer present, or whether the passage will happen in December 

as Hamilton proposed or will wait for the spring. What I know is 

that the passage is the thing that Corrigan needs before he can 

become the person the panel hearing’s possible outcome might 

produce, and that Hamilton understood this without being told it 

and offered the boat without pressing, and that Corrigan accepted 

with the quality of someone who has been alone with a thing for 

twenty-three years and who is, at last, willing to let someone 

else be present for the last approach to it. 

Hamilton said, without turning from the road: “Pops.” 

“Mm.” 

“The Thomas Voss letter.” 

“Yes.” 

“He should hear about the decision.” 

“I thought so too.” 
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“Not from the news. From us.” He paused. “From someone who 

was there.” 

I wrote a note to myself to call Thomas Voss Jr. in Orleans 

when we got home. Not a letter this time: a call. He was twenty-

three and he had grown up with his father’s logs and he had 

written a letter to a man he had never met asking that the record 

of his father’s death be as careful as the records of his 

father’s life, and the record was now being corrected, and he 

deserved to hear it from a person rather than from the docket. 

We drove through Chatham and into Harwich and then northeast 

toward home. The salt pond appeared through the trees as it 

always does: suddenly and then all at once, the silver of the 

winter water visible between the bare branches of the oaks before 

the trees thin and then the water is there in full, the tidal 

marsh at its margins, the bluff with the path going down to the 

channel where we had found Fitch in September and where the 

current still ran its tidal arithmetic without any reference to 

what had happened there or what had followed from it. 

The house at the end of the road. The lights on from Mary’s 

morning schedule. Clara’s outbuilding with its bench light 

visible through the small window she keeps cracked for 

ventilation even in December. The salt pond and the marsh and the 

sound beyond them and, somewhere on the near bar, possibly, the 

left-hand bird in her December form: the winter plumage now, the 

breeding colors gone, but the specific approach angle unchanged, 

the left bank into the dive that compensated for the deformity 
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that had become, over the months we had watched it, simply the 

way she moved. 

 

I had been thinking about the call since Hamilton said he 

should hear it from someone who was there. The phrasing was 

specific and it was the right phrasing: not from the news, not 

from the docket, not from Solis in the capacity of petitioner’s 

counsel, but from someone who was there. Someone who had been 

present for the investigation and for the hearing and for the 

December morning in the boat yard and who could say, with the 

authority of presence: this is what happened, and this is what 

the record now says, and the record says it correctly. I had been 

the person present in the notebook’s register. I had been writing 

the account since September. The account’s purpose was precisely 

the one Hamilton had named: to be where it can be found, by 

whoever needs to find it. Thomas Voss Jr. needed to find it, and 

finding it through a phone call from someone who had been there 

was better than finding it through the docket’s public record, 

not because the docket’s record would be less accurate but 

because accuracy and presence are not the same thing and both 

matter. 

I called Thomas Voss Jr. at two in the afternoon. He 

answered on the third ring with the careful hello of a young man 

who does not recognize the number but who picks up for unknown 

numbers because he is waiting for one. 

I told him who I was. I told him I was one of the people who 

had worked on the evidence that supported the Corrigan petition. 
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I told him that Judge Vance had granted the petition that morning 

and ordered a three-judge panel review within ninety days. I told 

him that the DA’s office had filed a brief in support of the 

petition. I told him that the forensic finding about his father’s 

harness was in the official record and that the record now showed 

what it needed to show: that the mechanism that caused his 

father’s death was a design defect in the harness, not human 

action. 

He was quiet for a moment. Then he said, “So Danny Corrigan 

didn’t do it.” 

“The evidence establishes that the harness failed due to a 

manufacturing defect. It establishes that the forensic testimony 

at the original trial was produced by methodology insufficient to 

distinguish between the defect failure and deliberate 

manipulation. What the panel will determine is whether the 

conviction should be formally set aside. But the record now says 

what the evidence shows.” 

Another quiet. I waited. 

“Is he all right? Corrigan.” 

“I saw him this morning. He is—” I thought about the right 

word. “He is in process. The panel is ninety days away. He is 

managing.” 

“He kept the boat,” Voss said. “I read that somewhere. He 

kept the boat for twenty-three years.” 

“He’s going to put her in the water in the spring, if the 

panel vacates.” 
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A pause. “My dad’s logs go back to 1989. He logged every 

trip. There’s an entry for November 13th when he went to help 

Corrigan with the trap hauler. It says: ’Drove to Harwich. Helped 

D.C. with hauler gear. Will go out tomorrow.’ That’s all. He went 

out the next morning.” Voss was quiet for a moment. “He logged 

everything. But that’s the last entry that ends well.” 

I did not say anything. He had said a precise thing and it 

deserved to sit in the air. 

After a while he said, “Thank you for calling. For telling 

me directly.” 

“You deserved to hear it from someone who was there.” 

“Yes,” he said. “I think I did.” 

He hung up. I sat for a moment with the phone on the table 

and wrote in the notebook: Thomas Voss Jr., December, the logs 

back to 1989, the last entry that ends well. The record of a 

man’s life kept by his son and read for twenty-three years and 

now, at last, the record of the man’s death being corrected to 

what the evidence shows. The record complete. Or more nearly 

complete than it has been for twenty-three years. 

 

Mary came home at four and Hamilton told her about the 

decision and she sat at the table and read the decision on his 

phone, the eleven pages, reading carefully in the way she reads 

medical records: for the precise language the author chose and 

what that language reveals about the author’s assessment. When 

she finished she set the phone down and said, “Vance is good.” 

“Yes,” Hamilton said. 
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“The finding that the forensic evidence was insufficient in 

light of the new evidence. The specific word insufficient. She 

didn’t say wrong. She said insufficient.” 

Hamilton looked at her. 

“Insufficient is the right word,” she said. “Harmon was not 

lying. The original finding was not fabricated. It was produced 

by a methodology that was insufficient for the question it was 

answering. Insufficient doesn’t condemn Harmon; it describes the 

limitation accurately. It says: the science has advanced and the 

advancement has changed what the evidence shows. Not that the 

original examiner was corrupt, but that the original examination 

was limited. That’s the honest characterization and she chose 

it.” 

“Yes,” Hamilton said. He was looking at his own copy of the 

decision on the table. “I noticed the word choice. I thought it 

was deliberate.” 

“Everything Vance does is deliberate,” Mary said. She stood 

and went to the kitchen. “Dinner in an hour.” 

I thought about the word insufficient and what Mary had 

found in it that the legal training and the forensic training and 

the investigative training had not, or had found secondarily 

rather than first: the humanitarian precision of it. Insufficient 

rather than wrong. The distinction that protects a dead man’s 

reputation while correcting the record of a living man’s 

conviction. The double truth: the finding that changes the 

outcome and the language that changes it without requiring the 

original examiner to have been something worse than limited. 
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Harmon was limited by his instruments and his moment. That is not 

dishonesty. It is the ordinary condition of knowledge at a 

specific point in time, and the work of subsequent instruments is 

not to condemn the earlier knowledge but to extend it. 

Clara came in from the outbuilding at five, having spent the 

afternoon on the shorebird data entry and having heard about the 

decision in the midday message Hamilton had sent to the whole 

house. She came in and stood at the kitchen doorway and looked at 

Hamilton and said, “Ninety days.” 

“Ninety days.” 

“And then Corrigan.” 

“And then Corrigan.” He paused. “And the wreck, eventually.” 

She looked at him. The close attention she reserves for 

things that are being said carefully. “You remembered.” 

“From the back seat of the car in October. You said when 

this is over you would like to go look at the real wreck 

properly. With Calloway’s logs.” He paused. “The real wreck is 

still there. Calloway’s logs are in the case file. The case is 

resolved. You should do it.” 

Clara was quiet for a moment. Then she said, “In the spring. 

When the water is better and I can stay down longer.” She looked 

at him. “Will you come?” 

“I don’t dive,” he said. 

“I know. You can be on the surface.” 

He considered this for a moment with the specific 

consideration of a man assessing a task he has not previously 

been asked to perform. “Yes,” he said. “I’ll come.” 
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Mary called from the kitchen that dinner was ready. We went. 

 

Over dinner Hamilton told the four of us about Corrigan’s 

proposal to visit the Monomoy site before the panel hearing: 

going as the person he had been, the person who deserved the 

trip. Mary listened and said, “Is it your place to take him?” 

“I think it is, yes,” Hamilton said. “He accepted the offer. 

He could have declined. He will not be alone with the passage if 

he does not want to be alone with it, and he indicated he does 

not want to be alone with it.” He paused. “But it is not my trip. 

It is his. I am available to be present for it, and he has chosen 

to have me present. That is the extent of my role.” 

Mary considered this. “When?” 

“Before Christmas if the sound cooperates. I’m watching the 

forecast.” 

“Will the sound cooperate in December?” 

“Occasionally,” he said. “This is a coast that has always 

required patience. The cooperative windows are there. They 

require waiting for.” 

I thought about the passage. About the harbor mouth at 

Chatham and the run south along the bar and the turn east through 

the inlet and the water opening out to the sound and then Monomoy 

rising to the left and the outer bar and the seals and the terns 

and the particular light. About the site of a November morning 

twenty-three years ago that was eight miles south of where we 

would be fishing the near bars from the Catherine Marie in the 

spring if the panel did what Solis believed it would do. The 
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water covering and uncovering all of it, continuously, without 

interest in the significance that the human events conferred on 

it. 

The title came to me between Chatham and Allen Point, in the 

specific associative way that titles come: not through deliberate 

searching but through the convergence of several things that have 

been building separately in the mind and that find each other in 

a moment of transit. The tidal marsh below the bluff at Allen 

Point, which I had been looking at since September. The behavior 

of the channels and the grass platforms and the bars. The way the 

tide covers what is there and withdraws to reveal it and covers 

it again, continuously, without urgency, at the pace of a system 

that has been doing this for longer than anyone has been here to 

observe it. The cases had been in the sediment of this coast long 

before we arrived, the evidence accumulating in the specific 

chemical and biological record of the water and the mud. The 

harness at sixty feet. The ship’s bell planted in the debris 

field. Fitch in the marsh channel. All of it covered and waiting 

for the instruments that could read what the tide’s surface did 

not show. The long tide covers everything eventually. The long 

tide withdraws to reveal what was always there. 

The long tide, I thought. The long slow tide that covers the 

marsh in the morning and withdraws in the afternoon and returns 

in the evening, covering the channels and the grass platforms and 

the sand bars and the evidence of everything that has happened in 

the previous period of exposure, and then withdrawing again to 

reveal what is underneath. The tide does not judge what it 
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covers. It covers and withdraws and covers again. The record of 

what has been there is in the sedimentation, in the biological 

growth, in the specific chemistry of the water and the mud, 

visible to anyone who brings the right instruments to read it. 

The long tide. 

This is the title’s meaning, I realized. Not a dramatic 

metaphor but a literal one: the specific tidal behavior of this 

specific coast, covering and withdrawing and covering again, the 

record accumulating in the sediment while the surface changes 

with each cycle. The cases had been there in the sediment long 

before we arrived. The instruments had been needed to read them. 

The record now held what the instruments had found. The tide 

would continue its work regardless. 

Mary made coffee after dinner and we sat at the table and 

talked about things that were not the case: about her practice, 

about the patients she had seen that day and what they required. 

About Clara’s winter plans for the shorebird database and the 

paper she was thinking about writing on the buff-breasted 

sandpiper’s extended residency on the near bar. About Hamilton’s 

field notebook and whether the winter was producing winter 

species worth recording. About my own book, the account of this 

season that I had been writing in the journal since September and 

that was taking a shape I had not anticipated when the September 

morning had sent us down the bluff path to the marsh below. 

We talked about ordinary things and they were what they 

were: ordinary, and therefore the foundation of everything that 

the extraordinary things rested on. The cases had been possible 
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because this life existed, because the four of us at this table 

had organized their lives in such a way that the work had a home 

and the home had the work and neither consumed the other. This, 

too, was worth recording. 

I recorded it. 
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Chapter Thirteen 

“The Conduct” 

 

The weather gave us a window on December 14th. 

Hamilton had been watching the forecast since the first week 

of December with the attention of a man who has learned to read 

this coast’s meteorological behavior: not just the National 

Weather Service prediction, which is accurate for the broad 

pattern and less accurate for the specific conditions in the 

Monomoy passage, but the local indicators that Tavares had taught 

him over the summer, the tide charts and the wind records and the 

behavior of the sound surface in the hours before a front 

arrived. The window he identified was a Thursday: the northwest 

wind dropping to six knots by mid-morning, the sound in a 

cooperative configuration, the forecast holding calm through 

early afternoon. He called Corrigan on the Wednesday evening. 

Corrigan was at the landing at six-thirty Thursday morning, 

which was twenty minutes before we arrived, which told me he had 

been awake for a while and had organized himself for the morning 

in the way of a person who needed to be the first one there. He 

was wearing work clothes rather than the jacket: Carhartt canvas 

over a flannel shirt, deck boots that had been on this water 

before, the practical gear of a man going out on the water rather 

than attending an occasion. His hands were in his pockets and he 

was looking at the harbor mouth, at the lightening sky above the 

Chatham bar, with the expression I could not read from the dock, 
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only understand: a person looking at the thing they came to look 

at before the looking begins. 

Tavares was at the landing too. He had come, as he sometimes 

came on the mornings we took his boat out, to cast off the lines 

and confirm the engine and say a few words about the conditions. 

He and Corrigan had not, so far as I knew, met before this 

morning, though the Cape’s information network being what it was, 

each certainly knew of the other. They shook hands at the dock in 

the particular way of men who know each other’s histories without 

knowing each other personally: with the measured regard of people 

who have come to the same understanding of a set of events 

through different positions within them. Tavares said something I 

could not hear. Corrigan nodded once. 

Hamilton rigged the boat with the efficiency of seven months 

on this water. I handled the lines. The sky over the bar was the 

gray-pink of early December, the color the Cape produces in the 

hour after the sun has cleared the horizon on a cold morning with 

low moisture in the air: not the orange spectacle of summer dawns 

but the specific pale clarity that the cold produces, the light 

that makes every edge legible. 

We went out at six fifty-five. 

 

The passage south was different from the October Monomoy 

passage in ways the month alone does not explain. The October 

passage had been the four of us, with Clara’s binoculars and her 

notebooks and the purposeful energy of a working expedition. This 

passage was three of us: Hamilton at the helm, Corrigan in the 
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bow, me amidships with the notebook. The boat was the same. The 

water was December water, colder and darker and with less 

biological activity on the surface, the birds present in reduced 

numbers and different species, the working winter population of 

the sound replacing the summer’s abundance. We passed a flock of 

common eiders working a shell bar south of the harbor mouth, 

fifty or sixty birds, the females’ brown ticking against the gray 

water and the males with the specific black-and-white of their 

winter plumage, the bulbous forehead giving them the dignified 

slightly startled aspect that I had come to find characteristic 

of the species. 

Corrigan was in the bow looking south and I watched him from 

amidships. He was not using binoculars. He was using his eyes, 

the naked eyes of a man who has been looking at this water since 

before I was watching birds on it, whose knowledge of the sound 

is not the accumulated knowledge of seven months but the deep 

knowledge of a lifetime of working it. He was watching the 

surface, the color of the water, the behavior of the birds, the 

orientation of the swells, reading the sound with the complete 

literacy of a person for whom the reading is as automatic as 

breathing and as unconscious. He had been away from this passage 

for twenty-three years and the reading was still there, still 

intact, the way the language of a childhood remains intact even 

after decades of not speaking it. 

Hamilton glanced at Corrigan occasionally from the helm, the 

brief sidelong assessment of a navigator tracking a significant 

variable in the environment. He did not speak. Corrigan did not 
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speak. The engine ran at the pace Hamilton had learned for this 

boat in these waters, neither hurrying nor dawdling. The December 

sound went about its business around us: the eiders, a pair of 

long-tailed ducks in the channel east of the bar, a single red-

throated loon working the deeper water south of Stage Harbor. The 

loon dove and was gone and appeared again thirty meters from 

where it had gone under, and Corrigan tracked its reappearance 

with the automatic attention of a man for whom everything that 

happens on the water is relevant and requires noting. 

He said, without turning: “I used to see loons every morning 

in November. They work the bars the same way the eiders do, but 

they go deeper.” He said it in the manner of someone sharing a 

piece of knowledge that the situation has called up, not 

performing a memory but simply finding a thing that the landscape 

had produced. “Ray knew all the winter species. He could tell you 

every bird on the sound in November by its silhouette. He taught 

me half of what I know about what’s out here besides the fish.” 

The loon had emerged thirty meters from where it dove and 

Corrigan had tracked the emergence automatically, the attention 

of someone who has spent his life on water where the behavior of 

birds is information about what is happening below the surface. 

He had read the dive the way he had been reading dives since he 

was a boy on this water, and he had done it without thinking, 

which is what decades of working knowledge produces: automatic 

reading, the eyes and the experience operating together without 

the mind needing to supervise. The twenty-three years away from 

this passage had not erased the knowledge. The knowledge was in 
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him the way body knowledge persists in people who have built it 

over decades: not in the mind where it can be lost, but in the 

eyes and the hands and the stance, in the automatic reading that 

long practice makes invisible. 

He said this without apparent pain, which surprised me and 

then, on reflection, did not: Fitch had been gone for three 

months. The grief of those three months had done its work, the 

way grief does its work when you let it, and what remained was 

the knowledge without the sharp edge of the recent loss. The 

knowledge that Fitch had known every winter species by its 

silhouette. A thing worth knowing. A thing worth saying. 

Hamilton said, “The winter pelagics are out here in 

December. Razorbills and murres on the sound side. Clara had her 

first razorbill of the season on Monday.” 

“Razorbills,” Corrigan said. “I haven’t seen a razorbill in 

years.” 

“They work the rips off the south bar. You’d see them from 

the C.M. if she were in the water.” 

A pause. Then Corrigan turned from the bow and looked at 

Hamilton with an expression that was several things at once: the 

surprise of someone who has just been shown a connection they 

hadn’t made, and something warmer than surprise, and something 

that was close to the beginning of a smile without quite being 

one. “In the spring,” he said. 

“In the spring,” Hamilton agreed. 

I wrote this exchange in the notebook in the December 

morning on the water and I will not annotate it beyond the 
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notation because the annotation would only tell you what you 

already understand: two men on a boat in December, one of them 

returning to a passage he has been away from for twenty-three 

years, talking about birds. The ordinariness of it was the point. 

The ordinariness was not evasion of the significance but the form 

the significance took for these particular people in this 

particular context. They talked about razorbills and the world 

moved forward. 

 

We came to the site at eight-twenty. Hamilton had the 

coordinates from Calloway’s logs—not the Corrigan site but the 

site of the November morning, which was a different set of 

coordinates that Hamilton had calculated from the original case 

file and the Coast Guard recovery report, cross-referenced 

against the specific bar formations that had been present in 

November and that the Monomoy chart showed in their current 

configuration. The bars shift over decades; the general area was 

the same. 

He cut the engine. 

The sound in December silence is something that requires 

silence to be heard properly. Not the absence of sound but the 

specific presence of what is there when the engine stops: the 

water against the hull, the December wind low enough on this 

morning to be a texture rather than a force, the distant calls of 

the eiders on the bar to the north. The sky was the full December 

gray now, the morning color gone, the light even and specific and 

without emphasis. Monomoy’s dunes were visible to the east, the 
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barrier island doing its work of being between us and the open 

Atlantic, its western face the sheltered face we were on. 

Corrigan was in the bow looking at the water. He was not 

looking at the horizon or the island or the sky. He was looking 

at the specific water in front of the bow: the color of it, the 

surface texture, the particular quality of the sound at this set 

of coordinates on this December morning. Looking at the water the 

way a man looks at a place he has not been in twenty-three years 

and that has not waited for him and that he cannot expect to 

recognize. 

He said, “It doesn’t look the same.” 

“It wouldn’t,” Hamilton said. 

“The bar configuration is different. The south bar has 

extended about a hundred meters east in all the years since. I 

can see it from here.” He paused. “And the light is different, 

obviously. The light that morning was gray-white, the storm 

light. This is—” He looked at the sky. “This is just December.” 

“Yes.” 

“I thought it would feel the same. I thought coming back 

here would be— I didn’t know what I thought. The same, somehow.” 

He was quiet for a moment. The water moved against the hull. “But 

it’s just water. It doesn’t know what happened here.” 

“No,” Hamilton said. “It doesn’t.” 

“The island doesn’t organize itself around what happens on 

the water,” I said. I said it without planning to say it, because 

it was Hamilton’s sentence from October and it was the right 

sentence for this moment, and the notebook agreed that it was the 
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right sentence because I wrote it without thinking about writing 

it. 

Corrigan looked at me. He hadn’t known I was recording the 

October passage. “When did you hear that?” 

“October. At the seal colony. Hamilton said it about the 

seals.” 

Corrigan looked at Hamilton. Hamilton said nothing. 

“He’s right,” Corrigan said. “The water doesn’t owe me 

anything. It was here before November and it was here after and 

it will be here when the Catherine Marie is back on it in the 

spring and it will be here when I’m not here anymore. It doesn’t 

know.” He was quiet for a moment. “I think that’s why I needed to 

come. Because I needed to know that too. I needed to be here and 

find that the water doesn’t know and to have that be all right.” 

He looked at the surface. “It is all right.” 

I want to stay in that silence for a moment because it was 

the most complete silence I had been present in since the case 

began, and the completeness of it was the point. We were eight 

miles south of Allen Point and twenty-three years from November 

14th, and the water did not know either of those things. The 

water was December water doing December water things: the tidal 

flow through the inlet running at the pace the moon and the 

earth’s rotation had been producing for longer than anyone had 

been here to name it. The eiders on the north bar were doing 

eider things. The December light was doing what the December 

light does. Corrigan was sitting in the bow of a borrowed boat 

looking at the water that had received Thomas Voss on a November 
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morning twenty-three years ago and that had not retained any 

record of the event visible to the surface, and he was finding 

out what he had come to find out, which was that the water’s 

indifference was all right. Which was that a place can hold what 

happened in it without being defined by it, and that you can come 

back to a place and find that it has continued without you and 

find that this is exactly correct, because the place’s 

continuation is what allows you to continue too. The water that 

took Thomas Voss on November 14th had been running its tidal 

arithmetic every day since, and Corrigan had been carrying the 

weight of that morning every day since, and the weight and the 

arithmetic had been proceeding in parallel for twenty-three years 

and this morning they were both present in the same location and 

neither canceled the other. 

We sat in the boat for perhaps twenty minutes. Nobody spoke. 

The sound moved around us and the December light held its even 

quality and the eiders on the bar to the north moved in their 

feeding pattern and Monomoy stood to the east doing what barrier 

islands do: existing, without reference to anyone’s significance. 

Then Corrigan said, “All right. Let’s go home.” 

Hamilton started the engine and we ran north. 

 

I have placed the Monomoy passage at the beginning of this 

chapter rather than in its correct calendar position because it 

is the emotional center of the chapter and because the chapter’s 

other material, which is the formal account of the Fenn conduct 

proceeding, is better understood after the passage than before 
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it. The passage happened on December 14th. What follows happened 

in December and January and February, the slow winter months 

during which the institutional proceedings moved at their own 

pace and the Cape became its severe self and the four of us at 

Allen Point organized our lives around the severe season and the 

work it permitted. 

The Cape in December and January and February is the Cape in 

its most demanding and most honest form. I had been told this by 

everyone who offered opinions about living on the outer Cape 

year-round, and I had understood it in the way that you 

understand something before you have experienced it: as 

information, accurately received, waiting for the experience to 

make it knowledge. The experience made it knowledge in stages. 

December was cold but bearable, the cold of a season 

transitioning into its serious phase, the community still in the 

mode of people who are managing a transition rather than settled 

into what the transition produces. January was the settled thing: 

the full cold of a Cape winter, the northwest wind that comes in 

from the continental interior with nothing between it and the 

ocean to slow it down, the salt pond iced at the margins and the 

channel below the bluff running its tidal current under a skin of 

ice that formed each night and broke each morning. February was 

the thing itself: the gray weeks, the reduced light, the sound 

visible from the bluff as a dark specific presence that had 

retreated into itself, the seabirds working the cold water with 

the patient efficiency of creatures for whom cold is simply the 

seasonal condition of the available resources. 
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I have written in every season now, in the study at Allen 

Point with the northeast window cracked regardless of the 

temperature, and I find that winter writing has a quality that 

the other seasons do not produce. The winter quality is the 

quality of reduced distraction: the seasonal visitors gone, the 

summer performances over, the road empty, the house and the four 

people in it organized around the work and the warmth and the 

domestic life that cold weather concentrates. Mary and I reading 

in the evenings by the fire that Clara had taught us to build 

correctly in the old Cape stove, which requires a specific 

arrangement of the wood that is not intuitive but that, once 

learned, produces a fire that lasts the evening without requiring 

constant attention. Hamilton at the violin some evenings, the 

music coming through the study door, not the sustained single 

notes of the significant moments but the exploratory music of a 

person playing for the playing. Clara documenting the winter 

species, the bufflehead and the goldeneye and the razorbill and 

the purple sandpiper at the rock jetty at the harbor mouth. The 

four of us, at Allen Point, in winter, which was what we had come 

here for and what the winter delivered. 

The judicial conduct inquiry had been open since November. 

The preliminary review committee had given Fenn ninety days to 

respond to its questions, and Fenn had responded through Croft 

and Delacroix with a submission that ran to forty pages and that 

Elliot’s source described as comprehensive, organized, and 

responsive in the particular sense of addressing every question 

the committee had asked while volunteering nothing that the 
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questions did not require. This is the correct strategy for a 

subject of a conduct inquiry who believes the inquiry can be 

managed: answer precisely, do not elaborate, do not provide 

material that has not been sought. 

The committee completed its preliminary review in the second 

week of January and determined that the evidence warranted a 

formal conduct investigation. This was not a finding of 

wrongdoing; it was a determination that the evidence was 

sufficient to justify a more extensive examination than the 

preliminary inquiry had been. The formal investigation would be 

conducted by a three-member investigative panel with the 

authority to compel documents, interview witnesses, and 

commission independent forensic analysis of the financial 

records. 

Fenn did not resign. 

I had wondered, from October, whether the accumulation of 

the Corrigan petition and Vance’s finding and Hollis’s brief and 

the conduct inquiry would produce the specific pressure that 

causes people in institutional positions to calculate that 

resignation is preferable to the investigation’s continuation. 

The calculation generally runs: if I resign now, I control the 

narrative and the investigation loses its subject and the story 

ends. If I stay, the investigation continues and whatever it 

finds becomes the public record. The people who make this 

calculation correctly tend to have assessed their actual exposure 

accurately. The people who stay when the rational calculation 

says resign tend to be the people who cannot fully accept what 
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their exposure is, or who believe they can manage an 

investigation that they cannot manage, or who have built their 

entire identity around the position and cannot conceive of 

themselves outside it. 

Fenn stayed. He continued on the bench. He recused himself 

from any matter that had a connection to the Corrigan case or to 

the parties involved in it, which was the correct procedural 

step, and he continued hearing all other matters assigned to him 

in the normal rotation. The conduct investigation proceeded 

around him and he went to the courthouse every day and sat at the 

bench and managed the cases on his docket and his attorneys filed 

responses to the investigative panel’s requests with the 

systematic thoroughness of a client who has retained very good 

counsel. 

I found myself thinking about Fenn across the winter months 

in the way I sometimes find myself thinking about a person I have 

never met whose situation has become, through the course of an 

investigation, intelligible to me. I had read the case record and 

the conduct inquiry’s public filings and the Steele statement and 

everything that connected Fenn’s name to the architecture of the 

case, and I had formed a picture of a man who had, twenty-three 

years ago, been a young ADA presented with a case that was 

legally makeable and practically useful to his career, and who 

had made it, and who had subsequently organized his professional 

life around the specific obligation of ensuring that the making 

did not become the unmaking. I did not know whether Fenn had 

understood, back then, that the forensic evidence was 
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insufficient. I did not know whether he had known about the 

design defect in the harness model. What I knew was that he had 

built a conviction on evidence that a better instrument would 

eventually find inadequate, and that he had spent twenty-three 

years defending that conviction through institutional channels 

that he was well positioned to manage, and that the management 

had ultimately required things—Warren, the Providence 

arrangement, the phone call to Steele six weeks before Fitch’s 

death—that were no longer manageable. 

I was not sympathetic to Fenn. I want to be clear about 

this, because I have been accused over the course of my career of 

a tendency to find the human complexity in people whose conduct 

does not merit the sympathy that complexity can generate. The 

finding of human complexity is not the same as sympathy. Fenn had 

organized a twenty-three-year project to prevent an incorrect 

conviction from being corrected, and that project had ended in a 

man’s death, and whatever the legal findings were about his 

knowledge and his intent, the moral architecture of what had 

happened included his name at its center. I understood how a 

person becomes that person. Understanding is not exoneration. 

 

Ruth Chen published her story on February 3rd. 

She had been holding the documentation since October. Four 

months. In the journalism of significant institutional 

accountability stories, four months is not a long hold; it is the 

minimum necessary to verify the multiple sources and the 

documentary record and to give the subjects of the story the 
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opportunity to respond to factual claims before publication. She 

had contacted Croft and Delacroix in January for Fenn’s response 

to a set of factual questions. Croft and Delacroix had responded 

with a statement that confirmed nothing and denied nothing and 

said that their client was cooperating fully with the judicial 

conduct investigation and that all matters relating to the 

investigation should be directed to the investigative panel. This 

is the correct legal response and it is not, from a journalistic 

perspective, a denial of any of the specific facts. 

The story ran in the Globe’s Sunday edition, above the fold, 

with the headline that Ruth had told Hamilton it would have when 

she called on the Friday before publication to say the story was 

running. The headline described the judicial conduct 

investigation into a Barnstable County Superior Court judge in 

connection with a twenty-three-year wrongful conviction case. The 

story was six thousand words. It covered Corrigan’s conviction, 

the harness evidence, the Steele account, the Providence 

contractor, the Cayman account, Vance’s finding on the petition, 

and the conduct investigation’s current status. It did not 

speculate about the investigation’s outcome. It stated the facts 

that had been documented and let the documented facts make their 

own argument. 

The Sunday morning when the story ran had a quality worth 

recording accurately. We had known the story was coming since 

Friday. Hamilton had told Mary and Clara on Friday evening, and 

we had spent Saturday in the specific anticipatory state of 

people who are waiting for a significant public event they have 
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been part of privately and that is about to become part of the 

public record in a form they did not write and cannot control. 

Ruth had confirmed all factual claims pertaining to our 

investigation before publication, which is correct journalistic 

practice, and we had not seen the full story before it ran. What 

we were waiting for on Saturday was not the content, which we 

mostly knew, but the form: what Ruth had made of the material, 

how she had organized it, what weight she had given each element, 

what relationship she had seen between the two cases that we 

might not have seen from inside them. 

The form was exactly right. She had understood that the two 

cases were not separate stories but expressions of the same 

problem: the management of evidence for a purpose rather than its 

examination for a truth. She organized the story around that 

problem rather than around the individuals, which was correct 

because the individuals were expressions of the problem rather 

than the problem itself. Fenn and Sherrill were both men who had 

managed evidence rather than examined it, and the consequences 

were both expressions of what that management produces. Ruth had 

seen this and made it the story’s spine without making it 

reductive, giving each individual their full particularity within 

the larger pattern. 

Hamilton read it at the kitchen table on Sunday morning with 

his coffee. He read it once through without speaking and then he 

set the paper down and said, “She is good.” 

“Yes,” I said. 

“She didn’t editorialize.” 
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“No.” 

“The documented facts are sufficient. Editorializing would 

have been a distraction from the documented facts.” He picked up 

his cup. “She understood that.” 

Mary came down and read it at the table while Hamilton made 

fresh coffee. She read it with the careful attention she brings 

to written work that matters, moving through it at the pace that 

each paragraph requires rather than at a reading pace. When she 

finished she said, “The Steele account is in there fully.” 

“Yes.” 

“And the Cayman account.” 

“And the name Warren.” 

She was quiet for a moment. “This is going to be difficult 

for a lot of people to read.” She was not, I understood, 

referring to Fenn or Warren or Croft and Delacroix. She was 

referring to the people who had known Fenn as a judge and a 

colleague and a respected presence in the Barnstable County legal 

community for twenty-three years and who were going to spend 

Sunday reading a six-thousand-word account of the specific 

architecture of what he had been doing over the course of those 

twenty-three years. The Cape’s professional community. The 

courthouse staff. The attorneys who had appeared before him and 

the clients whose cases he had heard and the clerks who brought 

him his coffee and the colleagues who had attended the legal 

association dinners. All of them reading Ruth Chen’s six thousand 

words. 
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“Yes,” Hamilton said. “It will be difficult for a lot of 

people.” 

Clara came in from the outbuilding at ten and read the story 

on Hamilton’s phone in seven minutes and said, “The bell is in 

here.” She meant the Sherrill bell. Ruth had included a paragraph 

on the Prudence case and the SAIB finding and Sherrill’s arrest, 

weaving the Prudence case into the account of the Fitch 

investigation as two parallel instances of the same problem: what 

happens when evidence is managed for a purpose rather than 

examined for a truth. The paragraph on the bell was precisely 

written and did not require the reader to be a forensic scientist 

to understand it. 

“Is it accurate?” Hamilton asked. 

“Perfectly,” Clara said. She set his phone down on the 

table. “Calloway is in there too. By name.” 

“He deserved to be.” 

She sat at the table and looked at the paper edition of the 

story, which she had not yet held. She looked at the headline and 

then at the first paragraph and then at the paper itself rather 

than the text, with the expression of a person considering the 

artifact rather than the content: a newspaper, on a Sunday 

morning, on a kitchen table on the Cape, doing the thing that 

newspapers have always been for when they are doing it correctly, 

which is to put a documented set of facts in front of a large 

number of people who would not otherwise encounter those facts, 

in a form they can hold and read and pass to someone else, at the 

pace of their own choosing. 



Gael / The Long Tide / 378 

 

She said, “Pops.” 

“Mm,” Hamilton said. 

“The panel hearing for Corrigan. When?” 

“March 15th. Solis confirmed last week.” 

Clara nodded. She got up and went back to the outbuilding. I 

watched her go and thought about the quality of her management of 

significant information, which was the most consistent thing 

about her after four months of close observation: she receives 

the significant information, she files it in the correct 

location, she continues the work that the significant information 

does not change. The Calloway case was resolved. The bell’s 

analysis was documented. Sherrill was in custody. The panel 

hearing was March 15th. The work that needed doing was the 

shorebird database and the winter species counts and the 

razorbill that had appeared off the south bar on Monday. She went 

back to the work. 

 

The conduct investigation’s formal findings were released in 

the third week of February. The investigative panel had spent 

three months examining the documentary record: the Cayman 

account, the Providence contractor’s incorporation documents, the 

timing of Warren’s legal consulting relationship with Croft and 

Delacroix, Steele’s statement, the phone records from the six-

week period before Fitch’s death. The panel had interviewed 

Warren, who had invoked his fifth amendment rights on seventeen 

of the twenty-three questions put to him. The panel had 

interviewed Fenn, who had answered all questions through counsel 
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and whose answers, the panel’s report noted in the precise 

language of investigative neutrality, were in several instances 

inconsistent with the documentary record. 

The panel’s findings were formal findings in the judicial 

conduct proceeding’s particular sense, which is to say they were 

findings about judicial conduct rather than criminal findings, 

and they were therefore organized around the question of whether 

the conduct described was inconsistent with the standards 

required of a sitting judge. The panel found, on three specific 

counts, that it was. 

The first count: Fenn had maintained a professional 

relationship with Gerald Warren that constituted a conflict of 

interest in the management of the Corrigan post-conviction 

petition, in that Warren’s involvement in the management of the 

evidence at the original trial gave him a material interest in 

the petition’s outcome, and Fenn’s office’s opposition to the 

petition had been conducted without disclosure of that conflict. 

The second count: Fenn’s office’s legal argument in the 

petition opposition—that the recall notice was not clearly 

applicable to the specific harness model—had been developed with 

Warren’s input, and Warren’s input had not been disclosed to the 

court or to the petitioner’s counsel, constituting an ex parte 

communication on a matter in which Warren had a material 

interest. 

The third count: The documentary evidence established a 

pattern of communication between Fenn and Warren in the six-week 

period before Fitch’s death that was inconsistent with Fenn’s 
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characterization of their relationship as occasional and 

professional, and the panel found that this pattern, in 

conjunction with the other documentary evidence, supported a 

finding that Fenn had knowledge of Warren’s involvement in the 

management of potential witnesses in the Corrigan matter and had 

not taken appropriate steps to address that involvement. 

I want to be careful about the weight I give these three 

counts, because the careful account requires accuracy about what 

they are and what they are not. They are conduct findings, not 

criminal findings. They establish misconduct in the judicial 

sense: conduct incompatible with the exercise of judicial 

authority. They do not establish that Fenn knew, back then, that 

the harness evidence was insufficient. They do not establish that 

he directed Warren to approach Steele at the dock. They do not 

establish that he had foreknowledge of Fitch’s death or that he 

was in communication with Rebeiro. What they establish is that he 

managed a conflict of interest without disclosure over twenty-

three years and that his management of the petition opposition 

involved an undisclosed ex parte communication. These are serious 

matters in the conduct context. They are less than the full moral 

weight of what happened. 

I write this not to minimize the panel’s findings, which 

were the product of three months of careful investigation and 

which are correct as findings of conduct. I write it because the 

honest account requires the distinction between what the 

institutional process produced and what the situation warranted, 

and the honest account of that gap is not that the institution 



Gael / The Long Tide / 381 

 

failed but that the institution did what institutions can do and 

that what institutions can do is bounded. The panel found what it 

found. The criminal question is Pryce’s. The full moral 

accounting is not anyone’s jurisdiction. 

The panel recommended Fenn’s removal from the bench. 

It was not a criminal finding. The panel was explicit about 

this: the findings did not constitute a determination that Fenn 

had committed a crime, and the question of criminal liability was 

separate from the conduct proceeding and would be addressed by 

the appropriate law enforcement and prosecutorial authorities. 

What the findings determined was that the conduct described was 

incompatible with the continued exercise of judicial authority, 

and that the appropriate remedy was removal. 

Fenn resigned on the day the findings were published. He did 

not wait for the removal proceeding. He submitted his resignation 

to the governor’s office at nine in the morning, two hours after 

the panel’s report was released to the public. The resignation 

letter, which was subsequently made public, said that he was 

resigning to spend more time with his family and that he was 

proud of his service to the Barnstable County court system and 

the people of Massachusetts. It did not address the panel’s 

findings. 

Hamilton read the resignation letter in the study and came 

to the kitchen and said, without preamble: “He resigned.” 

“I saw.” I had been reading the panel’s report on my phone 

at the kitchen table. 

“To spend more time with his family.” 
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“Yes.” 

He was quiet for a moment. Not angry, not satisfied, not 

performing any of the responses that the situation might seem to 

call for. Simply quiet, in the way of a man processing 

information that is both expected and significant. “The criminal 

question is still open.” 

“Pryce is working it,” I said. This was something Solis’s 

source had told her the previous week: that Pryce had been in 

communication with the conduct panel’s investigators throughout 

February and had been building the evidentiary file that a 

criminal charge would require. Whether that file would produce a 

charge was not yet known. The criminal standard was higher than 

the conduct standard and the particular question of what Fenn had 

known and when he had known it was harder to establish beyond a 

reasonable doubt than the conflict of interest and the ex parte 

communication, which were documented in the records. 

“Yes,” Hamilton said. “Pryce is working it.” He went back to 

the study. 

I sat with the panel report and thought about what it meant 

that the institutional process had done what it had been 

organized to do: moving slowly, imperfectly, in the bureaucratic 

language of institutional proceedings that are designed to be 

cautious rather than swift, and arriving at a finding that was 

accurate and that had produced the outcome the evidence 

warranted. Not a perfect outcome: Fenn had spent twenty-three 

years on the bench and would not face a criminal trial for 

reasons that had to do with the difficulty of proving intent and 
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the specific limitations of what the documentary record could 

establish. The conduct proceeding was not justice in the complete 

sense. It was the institutional process arriving at the 

institutional finding that the institutional process was equipped 

to produce. The criminal question remained open and might or 

might not produce more. 

This is the form justice takes in the world as it is rather 

than the world as we might wish it to be: partial, slow, 

dependent on instruments that have their own limitations, 

producing outcomes that are more complete than the starting point 

but less complete than the situation deserves. I have been a 

physician long enough to know this form of partial completion; it 

is what medicine produces in most cases where the ideal outcome 

is not achievable. You get the patient to a better place than the 

starting place and you acknowledge what cannot be fixed and you 

continue. 

I wrote this in the notebook: partial completion, the 

institutional form of it, the acknowledgment of what cannot be 

fixed alongside the documentation of what has been. The record is 

more complete than it was. Fenn is off the bench. Corrigan’s 

panel hearing is March 15th. Rebeiro’s trial is in the spring. 

Warren has invoked the fifth amendment seventeen times. Pryce is 

working the criminal question. The account holds what has been 

established. The rest is still moving through the machinery. 

 

In the last week of February, a Wednesday afternoon, Clara 

came into the kitchen from the outbuilding with the field 



Gael / The Long Tide / 384 

 

notebook open and the alertness of someone who has just observed 

something significant and who needs to tell someone who will 

understand its significance. 

“The left-hand bird,” she said. 

Hamilton was at the study desk. He came to the kitchen 

doorway. 

“She’s been on the near bar since August,” Clara said. “I’ve 

been tracking her every morning. Her pattern has been consistent 

all winter: near bar at dawn, the dead snag at mid-morning, back 

to the bar in the afternoon. Every day, all winter. I know her 

flight sequence as well as I know my own handwriting.” She looked 

at the notebook. “This morning she was not on the near bar at 

dawn. I waited. She came at eight-thirty, which is two hours 

later than her normal arrival, and she came from the southeast.” 

“She was on Monomoy,” Hamilton said. 

“I think so, yes. The southeast approach is consistent with 

a bird returning from the Monomoy colony. She may have spent the 

night on the island.” Clara paused. “Or she may have been ranging 

further than I’ve observed her ranging before. I’ve only been 

here since May. I don’t know what her winter range was before I 

started watching.” 

“But the southeast approach is new.” 

“New in the record. Which is the only kind of new I can 

document.” She made a note. “She looked healthy. The flight was 

strong. She made three dives on the bar after she arrived and 

took on all three. The wing is working as it always works.” She 

closed the notebook. “I wanted you to know.” 
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Hamilton looked at the salt pond through the study window, 

at the bar where the bird had been for seven months. “Thank you.” 

Clara went back to the outbuilding. 

I sat at the kitchen table for a while and thought about the 

left-hand bird on Monomoy. Or possibly on Monomoy. New in the 

record, which is the only kind of new that can be documented. The 

bird had been working the near bar since August in a pattern so 

consistent that Clara had been able to track it from the 

outbuilding every morning without difficulty, the specific 

damaged-wing approach visible at the distance of a trained 

observer with good binoculars. And this morning she had been 

elsewhere, somewhere southeast, somewhere the record did not yet 

reach. Ranging. Finding, possibly, that the bar she had been 

working for seven months was not the limit of what she could 

work. 

I wrote: the left-hand bird at Monomoy, possibly, in the 

last week of February. New in the record. The wing deformity 

unchanged and the compensation unchanged and the kill rate 

unchanged and the range expanding into territory the record has 

not previously covered. The record catches up. The bird 

continues. 

This seemed to me the right note for the chapter’s close: 

not the conduct proceedings or the panel report or Fenn’s 

resignation, which were the chapter’s substantial institutional 

material and which deserved their weight in the account. But the 

left-hand bird at Monomoy as the chapter’s final image. The 

creature who had organized her entire flight methodology around 
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the permanent impairment of the wing, who had worked the same bar 

for seven months with the specific compensated approach that had 

become her method, venturing southeast in late February to a 

landscape the record had not previously associated with her. Not 

recovered. Not fixed. Extended. Moving through the world in the 

way that is available to her, and finding that the way that is 

available to her is larger than the months of careful 

documentation had established. 

The season continued. The work continued. March was coming. 
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Chapter Fourteen 

“The Wreck” 

 

Brief is not the same as simple. The hearing was brief 

because the record was clear, and the record was clear because of 

six months of work that had produced the specific evidentiary 

assembly that a clear record requires: the harness report, the 

Steele statement, Vance’s finding, Hollis’s brief, the Elliot 

documentation of the financial architecture. Each element had 

taken the time it required and had been built correctly, and the 

correctly-built elements had assembled into a record that the 

panel could read in the time it takes to read a clear record, 

which is less time than it takes to read an unclear one. The 

briefness of the hearing was the measure of the work’s 

completeness. I wrote this in the notebook in the courthouse 

corridor and I thought it was the right way to describe it and I 

still think so. 

The panel hearing on March 15th was brief. 

I had expected brevity because Solis had prepared me for it: 

when the evidentiary record is clear and when the DA’s office is 

in support and when the responding party’s counsel has not 

brought new evidence but only arguments about the weight of the 

existing evidence, a three-judge panel conducting a post-

conviction review can move through the proceeding with the 

efficiency of people who have done their reading and who know 

what the reading supports. Solis had appeared before panels of 

this kind before. She said the panels that take the longest are 
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the ones where the record is genuinely contested. This one was 

not. 

The panel was convened at nine. Solis presented the petition 

and the supporting evidence, organized and precise, in forty 

minutes. The respondent’s counsel, a different attorney from 

Croft and Delacroix than Whitmore—a woman named Alden who had the 

quality of someone who had been assigned a case she could not win 

and who was doing the professional best available with the 

materials she had—presented the response in twenty-five minutes. 

The panel asked questions for thirty minutes. The presiding 

judge, a man named Okafor whom I had not encountered before, said 

the panel would deliberate and issue its finding within ten days. 

He adjourned at eleven-twenty. 

We stood in the corridor in the particular way that people 

stand after a proceeding that has gone as well as it could have 

gone and who are waiting for the finding that the proceeding has 

produced but not yet formally delivered. Corrigan was beside 

Solis and beside Hamilton and his face had the quality I had been 

watching it develop since December: the face of a man who has 

been waiting for something and who is in the final stage of the 

wait, when the waiting and the thing being waited for are so 

close to each other that the distance between them has become 

almost notional. 

He said, “How long do you think.” 

Solis said, “Fewer than ten days. Okafor’s panels move 

quickly when the record is clear.” 

“A week.” 
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“Less, possibly.” She paused. “Five days.” 

Corrigan nodded. He looked at the courthouse doors. Outside, 

through the glass, the March morning was doing what March 

mornings on the outer Cape do: offering a light that was not yet 

spring but that was clearly not winter, the particular light of a 

season in transition, the cold in the air still but the angle of 

the light changed and the change noticeable after three months of 

the winter angle. He looked at it for a moment and then he turned 

back to Solis and Hamilton and said, “I need to get back. I have 

a transom to finish.” 

He went. 

Solis looked at his back and then at Hamilton. “He has work 

to do,” she said. Not critically: with the specific admiration of 

someone who understands that getting back to work is the correct 

response to having just done everything that could be done and 

being in the waiting period before the result arrives. The work 

that remains is the work of the hands, and the work of the hands 

is what the waiting requires. He had a transom to finish. 

She went back to Hyannis. We drove back to Allen Point in 

the March morning. 

 

The panel issued its finding on the fourth day. Monday, 

March 19th, eight-twenty AM, the finding posted to the court’s 

electronic docket at the moment it was issued, which meant Solis 

and Hamilton and I all read it within minutes of each other from 

different locations. Solis called Hamilton at eight twenty-three. 

I heard the call from the kitchen, where I was at the table with 
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the finding already on my phone, and I could hear Hamilton’s 

voice from the study: not what he said but the register of it, 

which was the register he uses when a significant fact has been 

confirmed that was expected and whose confirmation nevertheless 

requires a moment. 

He came out of the study at eight twenty-five. 

“Vacated,” he said. 

I set down my phone. Outside the kitchen window the salt 

pond was in its March configuration: the ice at the margins 

completely gone now for three weeks, the water dark and running 

its tidal current with the first suggestion of the season’s 

warming in the clarity of it, the marsh grass at the margins 

showing the earliest green at the base of the previous year’s 

gold. A song sparrow in the hedge outside the window was singing 

the specific song that song sparrows sing in March on the Cape, 

which is not the full summer song but the practice version, the 

instrument being warmed up after the winter, the notes there and 

recognizable but not yet running at the season’s full rate. 

“Vacated,” I said. 

“The panel vacated the conviction on all counts. The finding 

states that the forensic evidence presented at the original trial 

was insufficient to support the verdict of manslaughter beyond a 

reasonable doubt, and that the new evidence submitted in the 

petition, including the forensic re-examination of the harness 

mechanism and the statement of Roy Steele, establishes that the 

original verdict was based on a factual foundation that cannot be 

maintained in light of the current evidentiary record.” He 
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paused. “The conviction is formally set aside. The record will be 

amended to reflect the vacation. Daniel Corrigan’s criminal 

record will no longer show a conviction for the death of Thomas 

Voss.” 

The song sparrow sang its practice song in the hedge. 

I wrote in the notebook: March 19th, eight twenty-five AM, 

vacated. The quality of the word: to vacate is to empty, to 

leave, to make vacant what was occupied. The occupation had been 

twenty-three years. The vacancy was not nothing; it was the 

specific condition that precedes the next thing. The conviction 

that had been in the official record since the trial was now a 

different kind of entry: an entry that said it had been there and 

had been found insufficient and had been formally removed. 

I called Corrigan at eight-thirty. 

He answered on the first ring. 

I told him. He was quiet for a long time, longer than the 

previous silences I had heard from him, this silence 

qualitatively different from all the others: not the controlled 

receiving silence, not the managing silence, but the silence of a 

man who has been handed something he has been waiting for for 

twenty-three years and who is discovering, in the moment of its 

arrival, that the waiting had prepared him for the fact but not 

fully for the weight of the fact arriving. The fact of the 

waiting ending. The twenty-three years becoming, in a single 

Monday morning, finished. 

“All right,” he said, finally. The two words of a man who 

has no larger language available and who knows that the two words 
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are sufficient and that anything more would be smaller than the 

two words. All right. 

“Yes,” I said. 

I want to say something about that silence on the phone, 

because it was the last significant Corrigan silence in this 

account and it was different from all the others. The boat yard 

silence, the first time we told him about Fitch, had been the 

silence of a man who had just received the worst news in the 

context of news that was already bad. The Vance decision silence 

had been the silence of a man receiving the first formal 

institutional acknowledgment that his account might be correct. 

The March 19th silence was neither of those. It was the silence 

of a man discovering what the end of something sounds like when 

the something has occupied the central organizing role in his 

life for twenty-three years. The cases that occupy the central 

organizing role in a life for twenty-three years do not end 

cleanly; they end the way a tide ends, which is by not ending but 

by reaching its height and then beginning a very long withdrawal 

that changes the landscape gradually rather than all at once. 

Corrigan said all right, which was not nothing. All right is a 

statement about the relation between a person and the situation 

they find themselves in: this situation and I are all right with 

each other. The situation has reached the end of what it 

required. I am still here and I am all right. That is everything 

the sentence needed to say and it said it. 

He hung up. I sat with the phone for a moment and then I 

went to tell Clara. 
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The Catherine Marie went in the water on April 7th. 

It was a Saturday, which Corrigan had chosen deliberately: 

the yard’s regular crew available to help with the launch, the 

harbor not yet crowded with the early-season traffic that begins 

in late April, the weather in the first week of April on the 

outer Cape having the quality of a coast that is not yet 

committed to spring but that is willing to offer it on individual 

days, and the 7th was one of those days: the wind southwest at 

eight knots, the sound light-chopped in the way that produces 

good fishing, the sky with the high pale blue of early spring 

that looks fragile and is not. 

Hamilton and I drove to Harwich. The launch was at nine. 

When we arrived the C.M.—not the Catherine Marie but the C.M., 

which is how it would now be referred to by anyone on the Harwich 

waterfront who had been there long enough to know the boat—was 

already off its stands and on the hydraulic trailer, the fitted 

tarp removed and the hull visible in the morning light for the 

first time since its last winter cover. The hull was in the 

condition of something that has been maintained for twenty-three 

years: not pristine, because a working Cape boat is not meant to 

be pristine, but sound, the anti-fouling paint fresh from the 

previous week, the brightwork on the rails in reasonable 

condition, the running gear clean and organized. The boat was 

ready. It had been ready, in the essential sense, for a long 

time. 
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Corrigan was at the stern with the yard’s proprietor and two 

yard workers, overseeing the rigging of the slings for the 

launch. He was dressed for the water: the Carhartt jacket, the 

deck boots, a wool hat against the early April cold. He was 

working with the efficiency of a man doing work he knows 

completely and that requires no thought, only the hands and the 

experience. 

He saw Hamilton and stopped what he was doing and looked at 

him for a moment. Then he said, “Pops, come hold this line.” 

He had never used the word before. He used it now with the 

quality of a man who has been listening to a language and who has 

found, in a particular moment, that it is the right language for 

what he needs to say. 

Hamilton went to hold the line. 

I stood at the edge of the yard and watched the C.M. go into 

the water at nine-fifteen on a Saturday morning in April, the 

hydraulic trailer backing down the launch ramp until the stern 

was floating, the forward slings released, the boat moving onto 

its own element with the specific grace of something that belongs 

in the water after a long time on land: settling, finding its 

trim, the hull doing what hulls do when they are placed in the 

medium they were built for. Corrigan stepped aboard from the ramp 

at the moment the boat was fully floating, which required a 

judgment about the exact moment of transition that he made 

without hesitation, the judgment of twenty years of boarding 

boats from ramps and docks and which had been nowhere and 

everywhere in the twenty-three years of its non-use. 
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He started the engine. 

The yard proprietor at the ramp, the yard workers, Hamilton 

on the dock: all of them listening to the engine turn over and 

catch. The engine was a fresh rebuild from the previous winter, 

which Corrigan had done himself in the yard over three months, 

and it ran when it started, running cleanly at low throttle with 

the distinct sound of a well-maintained marine diesel at idle, a 

sound I had come to associate in four months of Tavares’s boat 

with the beginning of something. 

Corrigan let it warm at idle for five minutes. Then he put 

it in gear. 

I want to stay with the launch for a moment longer, because 

the launch of a boat that has been on land for twenty-three years 

is not simply the launch of a boat. It is a particular kind of 

event that has a before and an after, and the before and after 

are not the same. Before the launch, the Catherine Marie was the 

evidence: the object that Corrigan had maintained as the physical 

record of the morning, the material thing that was being kept 

because the record needed to be kept. After the launch, the 

Catherine Marie was a boat again: a working vessel on working 

water with a working engine and a working man at the helm going 

to look at the near bars. The transition from evidence to boat is 

not the erasure of what the evidence represented. It is the 

result of the evidence having done its work. The harness had been 

the evidence that changed the legal record. The boat had been the 

evidence of the commitment to maintaining the record until the 

instruments were available to read it correctly. Now the 
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instruments had read it correctly and the legal record had been 

corrected and the boat was free to be what it was built to be. 

The launch was the particular form that completed work takes when 

the work was the keeping of something until the keeping was no 

longer necessary. 

He went out of the Harwich harbor mouth alone. We watched 

from the dock until the C.M. was past the breakwater and in the 

open harbor, and then we could see only the boat and the man in 

it moving north toward the near bars, growing smaller against the 

April sound, and then smaller still, and then a shape on the 

water that the morning had absorbed into itself as just another 

working vessel on the Cape water, indistinguishable from every 

other vessel on the Cape water, doing what vessels do, going 

about its business in the specific unhurried way of the working 

Cape boat that has somewhere to be and time enough to get there. 

Hamilton stood at the dock rail for a long time after the 

boat was too small to track. I wrote in the notebook and did not 

say anything and let the standing be what it needed to be. 

 

The dive was on April 22nd. 

Clara had been preparing for it since January, which is to 

say she had been doing the kind of preparation that only looks 

like something other than preparation: she had been reading 

Calloway’s dive logs with the systematic attention of someone who 

is building a detailed picture of a site she has not yet seen, 

annotating the logs with her own analytical observations, cross-

referencing Calloway’s biological and structural observations 
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with the available historical records of vessels of the period 

and with the specific sediment chemistry data that the site’s 

depth and location would predict. She had been, in the precise 

language of her practice, doing the desktop survey before the 

field work: building the map that the field work would confirm, 

correct, and extend. 

The desktop survey is worth describing fully. The way Clara 

worked in the months before the dive was itself a form of 

honoring what Calloway had done. She did not begin with a blank 

page. She began with Calloway’s logs, which were his record of 

nine visits to a site he had been systematically documenting for 

two years. She read them as a scientist reads a primary source: 

for what they directly state, for what they imply through pattern 

and variation, for what they leave out that a subsequent observer 

would need to supply. She found in Calloway’s logs the careful 

record of a man who had been building an identification case on 

the available evidence: the hull structure, the hardware, the 

distribution of the debris field. She found his notes on the bell 

that had been on the bow section since his second visit. She 

found the escalating uncertainty in the later logs as the planted 

bell appeared and his careful documentation of the inconsistency. 

She found the three final words. She worked with these logs for 

three months and by the time she went in the water she knew the 

site as well as she could know it without having been there, 

which is to say she knew it in the particular way that 

preparation permits: accurately in the dimensions that the record 

covered, and with the appropriate uncertainty in the dimensions 
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that the record could not cover, and with the clarity about which 

was which that good preparation always provides. 

She had also been doing the physical preparation, which she 

conducted with the same systematic attention: daily swims at the 

Harwich Port pool through February and March, the cold-water 

tolerance work that extended her capacity in the sound’s April 

temperatures, the equipment checks that she performed with the 

same methodology she brought to every piece of gear she used in 

the field. The regulators, the wetsuit, the dry gloves, the 

tanks. She had rented a dive computer calibrated for the site’s 

depth and had run it through its operational checks three times 

before she was satisfied. She had arranged for a second diver to 

accompany her—a woman named Forsythe who had been Calloway’s dive 

partner on three of his nine visits to the site and who knew the 

site’s geography from the water side rather than from the logs. 

Forsythe was fifty-one years old and had been diving the 

outer Cape for thirty years and had the quality of a diver who 

has absorbed the water’s character over decades: economical in 

her movements, entirely at ease with the equipment, her 

assessment of conditions and risk calibrated by long experience 

rather than by the cautious formalism of recent training. She had 

said yes to Clara’s request without hesitation, which Clara had 

told us was the correct response from someone who understood why 

the dive mattered. 

“Calloway was her friend,” Clara said, when she told us 

about Forsythe. She said it simply, as a fact. Forsythe had been 

on two of the nine dive logs. She had been with Calloway on the 
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seventh dive, when he had first noted the bell’s inconsistency. 

She had not been on the fatal tenth dive because she had not been 

called, which was the specific hole in what had happened that she 

had been living with since October. Going back to the site with 

someone who was finishing what Calloway had started was the form 

available to her of doing something with what she had been 

carrying. 

We took Tavares’s boat out at six-thirty on a Tuesday 

morning, Hamilton at the helm, me amidships, Clara and Forsythe 

in the stern with the dive equipment. The April sound was 

different from the December sound and the October sound: warming, 

the water temperature up by ten degrees from the February 

minimum, the biological activity increasing at every level from 

the surface plankton to the birds working the chop to the seals 

we passed on the outer bar, their numbers reduced from the winter 

peak but the colony still present, the harbor seals going about 

their harbor seal business with the indifference to observers 

that a species develops over twelve million years of being 

watched and having found that the watching rarely produces 

anything that requires a change in behavior. 

Clara had her field notebook open and was noting species as 

we transited south, the spring migration having begun in earnest 

in the second week of April. She noted without drama: “Piping 

plover at the bar. Two. First of the season.” She made the entry 

and looked back at the water where the plovers had been and then 

forward toward the site. 
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Forsythe was checking her equipment for the fourth time 

since we had left the dock, which is the kind of equipment check 

that a diver performs not because the previous three checks were 

insufficient but because the fourth check is itself part of the 

readiness, the quality of preparation that is not anxiety but 

thoroughness. I had watched Clara do the same kind of check in 

the outbuilding before significant examinations: the instruments 

checked and rechecked not because the checking will find 

something new but because the checking is the act of commitment 

to the work. 

Hamilton brought the boat to the site coordinates at seven-

twenty and cut the engine. 

 

Being on the surface while Clara dove was a specific 

experience I had not had before, and harder and more interesting 

than I had expected. 

The site is at sixty feet, which is not a great depth by 

technical diving standards but which is enough depth that the 

surface and the bottom are genuinely separate environments, the 

connection between them maintained by the dive line and the 

equipment and the divers’ training and the boat on the surface 

holding its position. Hamilton had the anchor down on a sandy 

bottom ten meters from the wreck, which Calloway’s logs had 

described precisely enough that the first cast hit within the 

positioning. The anchor held. We sat in the boat in the April 

morning while sixty feet below us Clara and Forsythe were doing 
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what Calloway had been doing for two years: looking at what was 

there and recording what they saw. 

It takes a particular form of patience to sit on the surface 

above significant work and wait. The patience is not passive; it 

is the patience of someone who is responsible for the surface 

conditions and who needs to attend to them while the underwater 

work proceeds. Hamilton attended to the boat: the anchor line, 

the wind, the visibility of the dive flag, the boat traffic in 

the area, the behavior of the surface above the dive site. I 

attended to the notebook. The April sound went about its 

business. A Bonaparte’s gull worked the chop twenty meters off 

the bow, the small gull’s specific buoyant flight pattern that is 

less purposeful-looking than the larger gulls’ flight but is in 

fact more efficient. I watched it and wrote it and waited. 

Clara surfaced at eight-forty, which was eighty minutes 

below, and she came up the dive line with the efficiency of a 

trained diver: controlled ascent, safety stop at fifteen feet, 

head above water before I had registered that the dive line had 

signaled. She handed her camera to Forsythe, who was still on the 

line below her, and pulled herself over the gunwale and sat in 

the stern and removed her mask. 

She said nothing for a moment. She was in the specific 

condition of a person coming from a significant experience into 

the ordinary world, the transition requiring a moment before the 

ordinary world’s language is available. I had seen this condition 

in her when she came from the outbuilding after a significant 
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examination. The same quality: the internal organization of what 

has just been received, before the external account of it begins. 

Then she said, “It’s not the Prudence.” 

“No,” Hamilton said. 

“It’s older. The hull construction is pre-1800 and possibly 

pre-1750. The mortise-and-tenon joinery at the visible structural 

members is consistent with seventeenth-century practice. The 

ballast is iron, not lead, which is characteristic of vessels 

built before the lead ballast standard was established in the 

early 1800s.” She was describing the site in the precise language 

of her logging, the language of Calloway’s logs now coming from 

her mouth, the same systematic account that he had been building 

over nine visits and that she had read all winter and that was 

now being produced in real time from the same site, the same 

features, the same careful documentation of what was there. 

Forsythe came over the gunwale. She too was in the 

transition state, but hers was different from Clara’s: where 

Clara’s was the transition of a scientist who has found what she 

came to find and is organizing the account of it, Forsythe’s was 

the transition of a person who has been to a place that matters 

to her and who is coming back from it carrying the weight of what 

the place was and what it still is. She removed her mask and sat 

in the stern and looked at the water over the side in the way of 

someone who is still, in some portion of her attention, below it. 

Clara said, “There’s a ship’s bell on the bow section. 

Original. In situ. The oxidation is genuine and continuous with 

the surrounding material, consistent with the estimated age of 
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the vessel. It has been there for as long as the vessel has been 

there.” She paused. “Calloway saw this bell. He documented it on 

his second visit. He described it in the log as ’in remarkable 

condition for estimated age, oxidation pattern consistent with 

continuous submersion since loss date.’ He was right. It is in 

remarkable condition.” 

“Sherrill’s bell,” I said. “The planted bell. He took the 

real bell’s description from Calloway’s logs and used it to 

describe the fabricated one.” 

Clara looked at me. “Yes. He had access to Calloway’s log 

entries through the historical registry’s database, where 

Calloway had submitted observational notes. He saw the 

description of the real bell, which is genuine and old and 

exactly what a Nantucket brig’s bell should look like, and he 

used that description for the fake one. The detail was accurate 

because he lifted it from a man who had actually seen the real 

thing.” She paused. “Calloway knew the bell he described in his 

log was real. When he came back on the tenth dive and found a 

different bell—one that didn’t match his own previous description 

of the site’s original bell, which was still there on the bow 

section where he had noted it on visit two—he understood 

immediately what Sherrill had done. He didn’t note it as ’bell 

inconsistent with claimed age.’ He noted it as ’bell wrong’ 

because the bell was wrong in the particular sense that it wasn’t 

the bell that should have been there. There was already a bell on 

this wreck. The planted bell was a second bell.” 
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The boat sat on the April water above the wreck in the 

silence that follows a finding of this precision: not the silence 

of nothing being said but the silence of what has just been said 

being understood in its full implications. Calloway had noted a 

bell on his second visit. He had returned on his tenth visit and 

found a different bell in a different location. He had written 

three words: Bell wrong. Return with reference. He had intended 

to return with his own previous log entry as the reference, to 

document that the bell on the bow section on visit two and the 

bell on the debris field on visit ten were two different objects 

and that the second one was a fabrication. He had not been 

permitted to return. 

Clara said, “He deserved to finish it.” 

“Yes,” Forsythe said. It was the first thing she had said 

since coming over the gunwale and she said it with the particular 

weight of someone who has been carrying the response to that 

statement for six months. 

 

We sat on the boat above the wreck for a while before 

Hamilton started the engine for the return. Clara wrote in her 

field notebook, the documentation of the dive beginning with the 

disciplined speed of someone who has been trained to record 

before the details soften into impression. Forsythe looked at the 

water. I wrote in my notebook. Hamilton watched the sound. 

I want to record what I was thinking during those minutes 

because I had been on the surface above a wreck that was not the 

Prudence and was something else entirely, something older and 



Gael / The Long Tide / 405 

 

unknown and lying on the bottom in sixty feet of sound water with 

its original bell intact on the bow section and its mortise-and-

tenon joinery in the specific preservation that cold salt water 

at that depth produces in wood that has been there for three or 

four hundred years, and the wreck was real and it was there and 

it would be there when we left and it had been there for longer 

than anyone now living had been anywhere. 

I thought about the relationship between things that persist 

and things that happen in the vicinity of their persistence. The 

wreck had been on the bottom for perhaps three hundred years and 

in those three hundred years the Monomoy passage had been 

organized by the Wampanoag and then by the English colonial 

settlements and then by the whaling industry and then by the cod 

and lobster fisheries and then by the recreational economy of the 

summer Cape, and through all of those organizational phases the 

wreck had been where it was, the bell on the bow section 

accumulating its genuine oxidation, the hull settling into the 

sand, the wood preserved by the cold-water chemistry that 

preserves wood at that depth at this latitude. Whatever ship it 

had been and whatever voyage had brought it to this exact 

location and whatever storm or accident or human error had put it 

on the bottom, the vessel had been doing what it was doing for 

three hundred years without any reference to the things that were 

happening above it. 

And now Clara had been down there with Calloway’s logs and 

had found what Calloway had found and had documented it, and the 

documentation would go into the historical registry and the real 
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wreck would be properly identified and properly studied by people 

with the appropriate expertise and the appropriate instruments, 

and Calloway’s name would be in the documentation as the first 

systematic observer of the site, and the record would say what 

the account needed to say about what was there. The account 

holds. It does not require anyone to have been right about it in 

advance. It requires only that the instruments be applied and the 

findings be documented and the documentation be placed where it 

can be found. 

Clara looked up from her notebook. She had been writing for 

twenty minutes with the continuous flow of someone in the 

documentation state, the pencil moving without lifting. 

“Pops,” she said. 

Hamilton turned from the water. “Mm.” 

“I want to come back. With a larger team. The site needs a 

full archaeological survey. The hull construction is significant—

if my preliminary assessment of the period is correct, this may 

be one of the oldest intact European vessel remains documented in 

Massachusetts waters.” She paused. “I want to write the paper. 

With Calloway’s logs as the primary documentation and my dive as 

the first formal survey visit. His name on the paper. First.” 

Hamilton was quiet for a moment. “Have you found the right 

journal?” 

“The same journals that published Calloway’s papers. He 

submitted to the Journal of Maritime Archaeology and to the New 

England Coastal Historical Review. Those are the correct venues. 

He would have submitted there.” 
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“Then you should write it.” 

“I need your declaration about the investigation, on the 

record, establishing that the site’s evidence was examined as 

part of a legitimate investigation and that the findings are 

properly documented.” 

“You have it.” 

She went back to the notebook. 

Forsythe was looking at the water over the side. She said, 

without looking up: “He would have been glad. Martin. He would 

have been—” She stopped. She seemed to be deciding whether to 

finish the sentence or to leave it at the stop. She left it at 

the stop, which was the correct decision: the sentence’s meaning 

was fully present in the stop. He would have been. The 

acknowledgment of what he would have been without the completion 

of it, because the completion would require a tense that the 

situation did not have available. He would have been. The rest 

was known. 

I wrote it down. 

Hamilton started the engine and we ran north. The April 

sound opened ahead of us as we left the site behind, the water 

running from deep to shallow and back to deep as we crossed the 

bar and entered the inner harbor passage. The eiders were still 

on the south bar, the same birds or the season’s continuation of 

them, going about their business in the April chop. The 

Bonaparte’s gull or another one was somewhere ahead of the boat, 

the small buoyant form working the surface with the efficient 

patience of its kind. The Cape rose to the north and west, its 
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April configuration visible at this distance as a low specific 

line above the water, the tree line not yet fully leafed but 

showing the first green, the color that the Cape wears in the 

specific weeks between winter’s bare gray and summer’s full 

canopy. 

We came back to the Chatham landing at ten-fifteen. Tavares 

was there to receive the boat, as he sometimes was, and he helped 

with the lines in the efficient way of a man who has been 

handling boats at this dock for decades. He looked at Clara’s 

face and then at Forsythe’s and he said nothing, which was the 

correct response: some arrivals from the water speak for 

themselves. 

Forsythe said to Clara: “I want to be on the survey team. 

When you go back.” 

“You’ll be on the survey team,” Clara said. “You know the 

site from the water side. I know it from the logs. Together we’ll 

have what the survey needs.” 

Forsythe nodded. She picked up her dive bag and went to her 

car. Clara watched her go and then went to Tavares and thanked 

him for the boat and asked him something in a quiet voice, 

something I was not close enough to hear. He answered her with 

the specific gravity of a man who is giving information he has 

been asked for directly and that requires direct giving. She 

thanked him again and came back to where Hamilton and I were 

standing. 

“I asked him about Calloway,” she said. “Whether he had 

known him.” 
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“And?” 

“He said everyone knew Martin Calloway. He said he was the 

most reliable man on the Chatham waterfront when it came to the 

historical record. He said he knew every wreck in the sound from 

the bar to the Nantucket roads, and that when he said something 

was there, it was there, and when he said something wasn’t what 

it appeared to be, it wasn’t.” She paused. “He said he came down 

to the dock once a week for coffee and that the dock has been 

quieter since October.” 

We stood in that for a moment. The April morning continuing 

around us: the dock, the harbor, the light. 

Then Hamilton said, “Let’s go home.” 

I want to record the full length of the silence before 

Hamilton said that sentence, because it was among the most 

complete silences I had been present in on the water. Clara 

documenting in her field notebook, Hamilton watching the sound, 

Forsythe present in the form of presence that does not require 

any activity but simply the willingness to be above the site 

where her friend had gone down, and to remain. The documentation 

was the science form of being present with what had been found. 

The watching was Hamilton form. The writing was mine. Forsythe 

form was simply there: the being present, the remaining. The 

silence held all of those forms without requiring them to resolve 

into each other or into anything else. 

We went. 
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There is a thing that happens in the days immediately 

following a significant completed piece of work that I have 

noticed over many years and that I want to record here because it 

describes something about the specific texture of this particular 

week. The thing is not rest, exactly, although rest is part of 

it. The thing is the quality of a mind that has been organized 

for a long time around a forward-pointing purpose and that finds, 

when the purpose is reached, that the forward-pointing habit does 

not immediately stop. It continues for several days, looking for 

the next thing the way a compass needle oscillates before finding 

its bearing. The forward-pointing continues briefly in the 

direction of the completed thing, finds nothing requiring it 

there, and begins the slow oscillation toward what comes next. 

What came next was already present: the survey team for the 

wreck site, the paper with Calloway’s name on it, the Rebeiro 

trial in the spring, the Fenn criminal question that Pryce was 

working. The next case, when it arrived, from whatever direction 

it arrived from. The left-hand bird on her expanded range, 

possibly visiting Monomoy, possibly not. The season continuing 

its advance toward the version of itself that had brought us here 

a year ago. 

It had been almost a year. We had arrived at Allen Point on 

May 14. The anniversary was three weeks away. I had been writing 

the account of the year since September, filling the journals 

that were now in their third volume, and what I had in the third 

volume was the account of a year on the outer Cape that had been, 

in every respect that a year can be measured in, significant. Two 
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cases. Two arrests. A post-conviction finding. A judicial conduct 

proceeding. A paper in progress on a previously undocumented 

seventeenth-century vessel in sixty feet of sound water. A year 

of field observation on a resident osprey with a wing deformity 

whose kill rate had been essentially identical to the uninjured 

birds on the same bar. 

I was sitting at the kitchen table on the Thursday after the 

dive with the third journal open in front of me when Mary came 

home from the practice. She set her bag down and poured a glass 

of water and stood at the window looking at the salt pond for a 

moment. Then she turned and looked at me. 

“How are you?” she said. Not the daily how are you. The 

other one, the one with weight. 

“I’m writing,” I said. 

“I know. You’ve been writing for seven months. How are you.” 

I thought about it. “I’m good. I think this is what it’s 

supposed to feel like.” 

She sat across from me. “What is?” 

“This.” I looked at the journal and the window and the salt 

pond beyond it and the marsh and the sound. “All of it. The work 

and the place and the people and the work again. I’ve been a 

physician in cities for thirty years and I’ve been good at it and 

it has been my life and I don’t regret any of it. But this is 

what it was supposed to feel like. Being here.” 

Mary looked at me for a moment. Then she said, “I know.” She 

reached across the table and put her hand on mine, briefly, the 
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touch of a person who does not make excessive gestures and who 

knows when a gesture is required. Then she went to make coffee. 

The April light on the salt pond. The marsh grass at the 

margins in its new green. The osprey on the near bar—the left-

hand bird, banking left on her approach, the compensated angle 

that had become simply her angle, the wing working in the only 

way available to it and finding that the way available to it was 

sufficient for everything the life on this water required. The 

record of the year in the third journal on the kitchen table. The 

coffee on the stove. 

All right, I thought. Yes. 
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Chapter Fifteen 

“The Long Tide” 

 

We had been at Allen Point for one year on the fourteenth of 

May. 

The anniversary arrived without announcement, as the 

anniversaries of significant things sometimes do: I looked at the 

date on the study desk’s calendar and understood that the day we 

had carried boxes from a moving van down the Point road and 

Hamilton had stood at the study window looking at the salt pond 

for the first time in possession of it and Clara had gone 

directly to the outbuilding to assess its equipment potential and 

Mary had found the kitchen’s specific deficiencies and had made a 

list—that day was now exactly one year behind us. The calendar’s 

arithmetic was unremarkable. The year’s content was not. 

I sat at the desk for a few minutes with the third journal, 

which was nearly full, and looked at what the year had produced 

in its pages. Not the cases, whose account was organized in the 

journals but whose significance I had been processing in a 

different register for months. What I looked at was the other 

material: the migration counts in Clara’s hand that I had copied 

into my own record. The first morning on the water with Hamilton, 

when we had gone out before the Fitch case and the sound had been 

what it was, simply the sound, before any of the season’s events 

had organized it into a backdrop for what would follow. The 

specific evening in October when we had run the marsh channel in 

Tavares’s skiff in the dark and the owl had called from the 
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landward side and I had written in the notebook by the light of 

my phone. The December morning on the Monomoy passage when 

Corrigan and Hamilton had talked about razorbills and spring. 

The year in the third journal, alongside the case record, 

was a different kind of record: the account of a life being lived 

rather than a case being worked, though the two were so 

thoroughly intertwined over the twelve months that separating 

them required a deliberate act. The case record and the life 

record were not the same thing. They required each other. The 

life record gave the case record its human texture. The case 

record gave the life record its shape. 

I closed the journal and went downstairs to make coffee, 

which was the appropriate way to mark an anniversary of this 

kind: not with ceremony but with the ordinary act that organizes 

the morning. 

I want to give the full year its full accounting before the 

chapter closes, because the closing requires the completeness. 

What happened over twelve months at Allen Point is not reducible 

to the cases, though the cases were the year’s most visible 

structure. The cases were what organized the time and gave the 

days their forward-pointing purpose. But the year also contained 

the specific education of a person who had lived in cities for 

forty years and who had come to the outer Cape not knowing how 

much there was to learn here and who has spent twelve months 

learning it. The tidal behavior of the Monomoy passage. The 

specific oxidation chemistry of bronze alloys at different depths 

and temperatures. The migration patterns of forty-three shorebird 
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species as documented in Clara’s database. The December light and 

the February cold and the April warming and the May suspension. 

The sound in all its seasonal versions. The community of people 

who live here year-round and who have organized their lives 

around the specific requirements of this specific place and who 

receive newcomers with the measured regard of people who have 

seen newcomers come and go and who withhold the full welcome 

until the newcomer has demonstrated that they are staying. We 

stayed. The full welcome is not yet here but I can see it from 

where we are, which is close enough. 

The year’s settling of accounts, as I understood them on the 

anniversary morning, ran as follows. 

Rebeiro’s trial had been scheduled for May and had been 

postponed to July on a motion by the defense, which was standard 

procedure and had produced in Noyes the specific equanimity of a 

professional who has built a solid case and who understands that 

solid cases hold through delays. She expected a conviction. 

Hamilton agreed with her assessment and said so when asked. I had 

not been asked but agreed independently. 

Pryce’s criminal case against Fenn had not produced charges 

as of the anniversary. The investigation was active. Elliot’s 

source told Hamilton in April that the federal financial 

intelligence analysis of the Cayman account had found a second 

transaction, smaller than the first, that dated from the petition 

and that coincided with the period when Fenn’s office had filed 

its opposition to the Corrigan petition. The second transaction 

was being analyzed. Whether it would produce a charge sufficient 
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for prosecution was a question that Pryce was navigating with the 

specific careful tenacity of a man who builds cases the way they 

need to be built: from the foundation up, each layer tested 

before the next is added. 

Warren had retained his own counsel separate from Croft and 

Delacroix, who had withdrawn from representing him in February. 

The separate counsel had advised him to continue invoking the 

fifth amendment in the federal proceedings and to make no public 

statements. He had followed this advice. He was sixty-four years 

old and he was living in Providence and he had not been charged 

with anything and whether he would be charged with anything 

remained a question the investigation had not yet answered. 

The Corrigan criminal record had been formally amended in 

late March. The official record now showed a vacated conviction 

with a notation of the panel’s finding. The notation was three 

sentences. The sentences said: the conviction was vacated on the 

basis of new forensic evidence establishing that the forensic 

finding presented at trial was methodologically insufficient. The 

panel found that the original verdict was not supported by the 

evidentiary record as currently understood. The defendant’s 

record shall reflect the vacation of this conviction and no 

finding of guilt shall be attributed to the defendant in 

connection with the death of Thomas Voss. 

I want to hold that sentence for a moment before moving past 

it, because it contains more than its four words. Corrigan on the 

water means: Corrigan no longer in the Harwich boat yard working 

on other people’s vessels. Corrigan no longer the man whose 
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professional relationship with the water was conducted at one 

remove, through the maintenance of boats that other people used 

and through the careful keeping of a boat he was not yet 

permitted to use. Corrigan on the water means the Catherine Marie 

back in the element she was built for, with the man she was named 

by at the helm, in the specific freedom that the panel’s finding 

had produced: not the freedom of a verdict reversed by drama, not 

the freedom of a wrong corrected with ceremony, but the quiet 

freedom of an institutional record finally saying what the 

evidence had always supported, and the evidence no longer 

requiring anyone to maintain it against the record’s resistance. 

The evidence and the record in agreement. Corrigan and the water 

in their ordinary relationship. The bars and the traps and the 

catch. The thing he was built to do, resumed at sixty-two years 

old, on the water that had been his water before and was his 

water again. 

Corrigan was on the water. 

The Catherine Marie had been working the near bars since the 

second week of April, Corrigan running traps with the efficiency 

of a man who has been away from the work for twenty-three years 

and who has come back to it with everything intact that the years 

could not erase: the knowledge of the water and the bars, the 

knowledge of the weather, the knowledge of the traps and the gear 

and the boat. Tavares had seen him twice at the fish pier and had 

reported to Hamilton, with the specific satisfaction of an elder 

who has watched the situation arrive at its correct outcome, that 

the catch was good and that Corrigan was not talking about 
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anything other than the fishing, which was the correct sign: a 

man who is talking about the fishing is a man who is fishing 

rather than a man who is performing fishing while thinking about 

something else. 

The Catherine Marie. C.M. The boat that Corrigan had named 

for Catherine Shea Corrigan, his mother, who had died long before 

any of what followed had happened, and who had therefore been on 

the bow of the boat through all of it: the November morning, the 

trial, the conviction, the eight years, the twelve years of 

petition work, the twenty-three years of maintenance. I had 

learned this from Corrigan during the April weeks, in a 

conversation at the dock that had not been about the case but had 

turned toward the question of the boat’s name in the way that 

conversations between people who have been through something 

significant together sometimes turn toward the things that were 

always present but not yet named. Catherine Shea Corrigan, his 

mother, whom he had loved and whose name was on the boat and who 

had been, in the particular way of names on boats, present on 

every passage the boat had ever made. 

Not the same Catherine as Fitch’s wife. A coincidence of the 

kind that coastal communities of two hundred years’ duration 

produce through the repetition of the names they consider 

appropriate for daughters: Catherine. Both Catherines gone now. 

Both of them having organized the inscriptions that the living 

had needed to carry. 

The account holds what we put in it, including the names. 
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Clara’s paper was in progress. She had been writing it since 

the dive and had submitted a preliminary abstract to the Journal 

of Maritime Archaeology in early May, describing the site’s 

dimensions and the preliminary dating evidence and the 

identification of the original ship’s bell on the bow section. 

The abstract had been received with what the journal’s editor 

described in his response as considerable interest. The full 

paper, with the archaeological survey data that Clara and 

Forsythe and a team of three additional divers were assembling 

over the spring, would be submitted by the end of the summer. 

Calloway’s name was on the paper first, in the acknowledgment of 

his nine preliminary visits and his systematic documentation, and 

the paper carried a dedication that Clara had written and shown 

to Hamilton and me and that read: For Martin Calloway, who found 

it first. 

The wreck, based on Clara’s preliminary analysis, was most 

likely a Dutch pinnace or a similar European vessel of the early 

colonial period, tentatively dated to the late seventeenth 

century on the basis of the hull construction methodology and the 

iron ballast. Clara had submitted a request to the Massachusetts 

Board of Underwater Archaeological Resources for a formal 

investigation permit, which was pending. The historical registry 

had been updated to reflect the new preliminary identification. 

The entry for the site now described it as an unidentified 

colonial-period European vessel, with a notation that the 

previous identification as the brig Prudence had been withdrawn 

following investigation of the site’s evidence, and a notation 
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that the investigation had established evidence of deliberate 

misidentification in connection with a fraudulent salvage claim. 

The fraudulent salvage claim was noted. Sherrill’s name was in 

the record. The notation was three lines and it was in the 

official registry where it could be found. 

Thomas Voss Jr. had driven to Allen Point in the first week 

of May. He had called the previous week and asked if he could 

come, and Hamilton had said yes, and on a Saturday morning he had 

knocked on the door and I had answered it and he was standing on 

the step with his father’s dive logs in a canvas bag and the 

quality of a young man who has organized himself carefully for a 

meeting he has been thinking about for months. 

He was twenty-three years old and he had his father’s build, 

broadly made, the build of a man who would have been comfortable 

on a working boat, which was something I had understood from the 

physical description in the case record and which became specific 

and personal in the young man at the door. He had dark eyes. He 

looked like the photograph in Fitch’s shed, the one that had 

shown Corrigan and Voss and a third man who had been Fitch on the 

deck of the C.M. in November: not in detail but in type, the 

physical type of the Cape working fisherman that the community 

has been producing for two hundred years and that persists with 

the stubbornness of physical types that have been shaped by the 

same landscape and the same work for enough generations. 

We sat at the kitchen table. He had brought the logs because 

he wanted someone to see them, he said. Not because they were 

evidence of anything that still required evidence—the record had 
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been corrected, the case was resolved—but because they were his 

father’s record and he had been living with them for twenty-three 

years and he wanted to be in a room with people who understood 

why that mattered. He opened the case log to the November 14th 

entry. The entry read: Off Monomoy. Storm came in early. Tommy 

went over. He didn’t come back. 

Four sentences. The entry after the last entry that ended 

well. The entry that Thomas Voss Sr. had made when he came back 

to the dock on the afternoon of November 14th, before the Coast 

Guard reports, before the legal proceedings, before any of the 

institutional machinery had organized itself around what had 

happened. Four sentences in the hand of a careful man who logged 

every trip and who logged this one too, in the only language 

available to him for what the morning had been. 

Thomas Voss Jr. had been reading that entry for twenty-three 

years. He closed the log and put it back in the bag. He said, “I 

want you to know that I don’t hold anything against Corrigan.” He 

said it carefully, as if he had been practicing it, which I 

thought he had been. “I don’t know everything about what happened 

that morning. I don’t know how he felt about my dad, what the 

argument was really about, whether things would have been 

different if they had stayed in that morning. I don’t know any of 

that. What I know is what the account says: the harness failed 

and my father went in the water and the storm was too much and he 

didn’t come back. The account does not say Corrigan killed him.” 

He paused. “I needed to say that to someone who was there.” 

“Thank you,” Hamilton said. 
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Thomas Voss Jr. looked at him. “He kept the boat.” 

“Yes.” 

“For twenty-three years.” 

“Yes. She’s on the water now. He’s been working the near 

bars since April.” 

The young man was quiet for a long moment. Then he said, “I 

might go down to the dock sometime. See her.” He paused. “Not to 

meet him. I don’t think I need to meet him. Just to see the 

boat.” 

“That seems right,” Hamilton said. 

He stayed for an hour. Mary made coffee. We talked about his 

father’s logs and about the Cape and about what he did—he was a 

marine engineer at a firm in New Bedford, working on vessel 

systems, which was a career his father’s logs had pointed him 

toward without pointing him toward it, the way that the record of 

a life shapes the lives that come after it through proximity and 

example rather than through instruction. He was good at what he 

did. He had been hired out of his apprenticeship by the firm on 

the basis of a recommendation from a senior engineer who had read 

his assessment of a hull failure and had said the assessment 

showed the particular kind of careful diagnostic thinking that 

the work required. He told us this without self-consciousness, as 

a fact about how the career had developed. His father had kept 

careful logs. His son wrote careful assessments. The record 

continues. 

I want to record one more thing from the afternoon of the 

visit, something that happened near the end of it when we were 
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all at the table with coffee. Clara had come in from the 

outbuilding and Mary was there and the four of us and Thomas Voss 

Jr. were at the table together, and he had the canvas bag with 

the logs in it and he said, “Can I show you the entries?” And he 

opened the log to the 1989 entries, the first year, and passed it 

around the table. The handwriting was a young man’s handwriting, 

neat and deliberate, the handwriting of someone who had just 

begun keeping a log and who understood that the keeping required 

care. The entries described routine trips: the bars, the weather, 

the catch. Each one dated, each one noting the vessel and the 

crew and the conditions. Two sentences, three sentences, 

sometimes four, describing the specific day and what it had 

produced. The log of an ordinary working life on the outer Cape, 

thirty years of it, ending with four sentences in November. Clara 

looked at it and passed it to Hamilton without speaking. Hamilton 

looked at it for a long time. He did not say anything. He passed 

it back to Voss Jr. and the young man put it back in the bag and 

closed the bag and that was enough. No one needed to add to it. 

The log said what it said. It had been saying it for twenty-three 

years to the son who had grown up reading it, and it had been 

sufficient to produce this young man who had driven to Allen 

Point to be in a room with people who understood why it mattered. 

He shook hands at the door and went to his car with the 

canvas bag and the logs, and I watched him drive away up the 

Point road and thought about the continuity a careful record 

produces in the people who grow up with it: not the content 

itself, exactly, but the practice, the habit of noting and 



Gael / The Long Tide / 424 

 

documenting and accounting for what has been seen and done, the 

understanding that the noting is not separate from the living but 

is a form of the living, the particular form that makes the 

living available to the future. 

Lestrade called on the evening of the anniversary. 

Hamilton was in the study and I was at the kitchen table and 

Mary was in the garden and Clara was in the outbuilding, and the 

domestic distribution of a working evening at Allen Point was in 

its normal configuration when Hamilton’s phone rang and I heard 

him answer it and say her name in the register he uses for calls 

from people he is glad to hear from: the register of genuine 

warmth, which is different from his social warmth in that it is 

not performed. “Lestrade.” 

He was on the phone for twenty-three minutes. When he came 

out of the study he had his notebook open to a fresh page and his 

pen in his hand and the expression I had learned over eleven 

years to associate with the beginning of something: not the face 

of a man who has just received good news, not the face of a man 

who has just received bad news, but the face of a man who has 

received a particular kind of information that is neither good 

nor bad but that is precisely the kind of information that makes 

the particular kind of person he is want to know more. 

“Lestrade,” I said. 

“Lestrade.” He sat at the kitchen table. 

“She has something in her files.” 
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“She has always had something in her files. She mentioned it 

in October. She was waiting until we were finished.” He paused. 

“She believes we are finished.” 

“With the Fitch case.” 

“With all of it. The Calloway case, the Corrigan petition, 

the conduct proceeding. She’s been watching from Boston and she 

has decided that the active phase is complete and that we have 

capacity.” He paused. “She is right that the active phase is 

complete.” 

“Tell me.” 

He told me. I will not give the full account of what 

Lestrade had told him, because the full account belongs to the 

next account, where it can receive its proper space and proper 

treatment. What I will give here is the outline, the shape of the 

thing, because the shape was present in the kitchen on the 

anniversary evening and belongs in the anniversary account. 

There was a woman in Gloucester who had been found dead on a 

commercial fishing vessel in March. The finding had been ruled 

accidental: a fall from the processing deck in rough weather, the 

boat forty miles offshore, the death consistent with the 

mechanism. The woman’s name was Diane Elander, and she was forty-

one years old, and she had been the chief financial officer of a 

Gloucester-based marine shipping company that had been under 

federal investigation for port security violations for eighteen 

months. The investigation had been building toward a significant 

charge in the spring. Elander had been the person who kept the 



Gael / The Long Tide / 426 

 

company’s books. She had been, in the language of the federal 

investigation, a significant potential cooperating witness. 

The ME in Gloucester had ruled accidental. Lestrade’s source 

at the federal building in Boston did not believe it was 

accidental and had asked Lestrade, informally, whether she knew 

anyone who worked maritime cases on the Cape and South Shore with 

the particular combination of forensic and investigative 

competence that the situation required. 

Lestrade had said she knew someone. 

“Gloucester,” I said. 

“Gloucester. A commercial vessel forty miles offshore. A 

woman who kept books.” He looked at the notebook page. “The 

federal investigation’s file. A ME ruling that a source with good 

institutional judgment doesn’t believe.” He paused. “And the 

particular kind of wrong record that exists when an accidental 

finding covers a deliberate act.” 

“You’re going to take it.” 

“I’m going to call Lestrade back tomorrow and discuss the 

scope of what the federal source is asking for and what we can 

contribute. Whether we take it depends on that conversation.” He 

paused. “But yes. The official account is wrong, if the source’s 

assessment is correct. And the instruments for examining it are 

available.” 

I want to record my own response to what Hamilton had 

described, because the account is incomplete without the person 

writing it having a response rather than simply reporting. My 

response was not the response of a man surprised. It was the 
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response of a man who has been working for eleven years with 

someone for whom the completion of one thing is the condition 

that makes the next thing possible, and who has learned to 

recognize the moment when the forward-pointing compass needle has 

completed its oscillation and is bearing on a new direction. The 

compass had been oscillating since the dive in April, the active 

phase of the current work clearly winding toward its end and the 

next work not yet visible. Lestrade’s call gave it a bearing. 

Gloucester. A woman who kept books. A federal investigation and a 

ME ruling that didn’t hold. The particular kind of wrong record 

that I had learned over a year to recognize from the shape of it: 

an official finding that covered something that the official 

instruments had not been sufficient to read correctly. The 

instruments for reading it correctly were available. We were the 

instruments. 

He went back to the study. I heard the violin for a few 

minutes: not a sustained note this time, not the exploratory 

phrases of the winter evenings, but something that sounded like 

the beginning of a piece. A phrase, repeated. A variation. The 

phrase again. 

I wrote in the anniversary journal for the last entries of 

the third volume: Lestrade, Gloucester, a woman who kept books, a 

ME ruling, a federal investigation, the wrong official account 

and the available instruments. The anniversary of a year on the 

outer Cape and the beginning of whatever comes next. The year 

accounted for, complete enough to close. The next account 

beginning tonight. 
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I want to close this account with the things that were 

present on the anniversary evening that are not the case and not 

the next case but simply the life: the things that were there 

before Lestrade called and that were still there after, that 

would be there in the morning, that have been organizing the year 

around themselves in the way that the permanent things organize 

the passing things around themselves, quietly, without requiring 

acknowledgment, simply by being where they are. 

Mary in the garden. She had been expanding it since March, 

adding beds along the south-facing wall of the outbuilding that 

got more sun than the original kitchen garden and that she was 

using for the things the kitchen garden did not have room for: 

the cutting flowers, the herbs she wanted more of, the 

experimental bed of sea vegetables that she had been reading 

about since January and that was producing, in its first May, a 

crop of sea beans and samphire that appeared on the dinner table 

with the domestic pride of someone who has grown a thing and 

found it good. The garden was not what it had been in September, 

when we were new and the garden was whatever the previous 

occupants had left. It was Mary’s garden now, which is to say it 

was a garden organized around what Mary needed from a garden, 

which was the particular combination of beauty and use that she 

brings to everything she makes. 

Clara’s outbuilding. The bench lights on at nine o’clock on 

a May evening, the spring database work still in progress, the 

razorbill surveys and the piping plover nest counts and the new 
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survey protocol she was developing for the colonial-period wreck 

site. The buff-breasted sandpiper had not returned in the spring—

she had been watching for it since April and it had not appeared 

on the near bar, which she said was consistent with the natural 

variation in individual site fidelity between seasons and which 

she had noted in the database with the same equanimity she 

brought to all results, the expected and the unexpected equally: 

it is the result. You note it. You continue. 

The left-hand bird was on the near bar. She had been on the 

near bar since the first warm morning of the spring, her arrival 

from wherever she had spent the deep winter marked in Clara’s 

database on April 3rd: first sighting of the season, near bar, 

six-fifteen AM, arriving from the southeast. Monomoy, possibly, 

still. The winter range expanded beyond what the previous 

season’s record had established, the new territory incorporated 

into the ordinary life of a creature who had simply found that 

the way available to her was larger than she had previously 

demonstrated. 

The field notebook was on the study desk, the green one, 

open to the day’s entries in Hamilton’s small handwriting. The 

oystercatchers had been counted at the bar at dawn: two pairs, 

the same two pairs that had been on the bar since April 20th, 

already into the breeding behavior that would occupy the summer. 

A black-bellied plover on the far bar, the breeding plumage just 

completing its transition from the winter gray to the black belly 

and white forehead that gave the species its name. A single red 

knot at the marsh margin, the knot’s rust-red breeding plumage 



Gael / The Long Tide / 430 

 

fully established, the bird in transit from its wintering ground 

to the Arctic, using the near bar as one staging point in a 

migration route that covered the entire western hemisphere from 

south to north and back again in the course of a single year. 

I wrote all of this in the notebook and then I closed it and 

looked at the salt pond through the kitchen window. The May 

evening light was on it, the long horizontal light of May at 

seven o’clock, the light that was almost the same as the light of 

the previous May when we had arrived and had stood in the 

driveway looking at what we had and finding it more than we had 

allowed ourselves to expect. The light was the same light. We 

were not the same people, not exactly: a year of this coast and 

this work had changed us in the particular ways that years of 

significant experience change people, which is not dramatically 

but continuously, the change accumulating in the way that 

sediment accumulates, layer by layer, each layer pressing down on 

the ones beneath it and being pressed upon by the ones above. 

Before the violin there was a Pops exchange, the last one in 

this volume and therefore worth recording with the care it 

deserves. It happened while I was writing in the notebook and 

Hamilton was at the study desk with the Lestrade notes and the 

house was in its evening distribution. He called from the study, 

“Pops.” I said, “Mm.” He said, “Do you want to go to Gloucester?” 

Not as a question exactly; in the register of a statement that 

has the form of a question because it is being offered as a 

choice rather than assumed. I said, “When.” He said, “When 

Lestrade has the full file and we know what we’re looking at.” I 
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said, “Yes.” He said, “Good.” And that was that. Eleven years of 

this and it is still the most efficient conversation format 

available to two people who have built enough shared context that 

the context does not need to be rebuilt each time a significant 

decision is made. The context is in place. The decision is made. 

The next thing is named. We proceed. 

I heard Hamilton’s violin from the study, the phrase 

developing now into something longer, the variation finding its 

way toward a shape, and I thought: he is writing something. Not 

the piece, which had been resolved in July of the previous year 

and whose resolution had been one of the things that had freed up 

whatever had allowed the move to the Cape and the work here and 

the year that had followed. Something new. The instrument and the 

mind and the material finding a new project, the way they always 

find a new project when the current one is complete, because the 

completing of one thing is the condition that makes the next 

thing possible. 

Mary came in from the garden with dirt on her gloves and a 

bunch of sea beans in her hand. She set them on the counter and 

looked at me and looked at the study door and looked back at me. 

“Is he writing something?” 

“I think so.” 

“Good,” she said. She went to the sink. “Dinner in forty 

minutes.” 

I want to record something about the quality of the 

anniversary evening that belongs here and not elsewhere in the 

account: the quality of a day that knows it is a threshold day 
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and that holds that knowledge without requiring any ceremony 

around it. The fourteenth of May a year ago had been a day of 

boxes and logistics and the specific anxiety of a large 

transition. The fourteenth of May this year was an evening of 

gardens and databases and violin phrases and Lestrade on the 

phone and the third journal full and the fourth open. Between 

those two evenings was the year. The year had been what it had 

been: two cases, two arrests, a wrongful conviction addressed, a 

judicial conduct proceeding, a paper in progress on a previously 

undocumented vessel, a left-hand bird whose range was expanding. 

A year of the particular kind of work that is possible when the 

right instruments are in the right place and the wrong records 

are present to be corrected. It had not been a comfortable year 

in the sense of a year without difficulty or danger. It had been 

a year organized around the right things, which is a different 

kind of comfort and the only kind I find fully satisfying. 

The long tide is also the specific Cape phenomenon that 

Clara described to me in October, before we knew the Fitch case 

had a twin, before Calloway’s name had appeared in Noyes’s file. 

She had been at the near bar at dawn and had come back with the 

field notebook and had said, “the tide on this coast has a long 

cycle. Not just the twelve-hour cycle of high and low but the 

fortnightly cycle of spring and neap, and beyond that the annual 

cycle of the seasonal tidal range, and beyond that the decadal 

cycle of the astronomical alignments that produce the highest 

tides and the lowest. The long tide is the one that covers the 

marsh completely, the one that comes in further than the ordinary 
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tides, the one that reaches into the marsh’s interior channels 

that the ordinary tide does not reach and that deposits the 

specific sediment that the marsh’s biological productivity 

depends on. It comes every eighteen years, approximately. The 

last one on this coast was some years ago. The next one will come 

around a decade from now. The marsh grass that has been growing 

since the previous one is ready for what the next one will bring. 

The marsh is always in preparation for the long tide, always 

building toward the moment when the water will come in further 

than usual and deposit what it has been carrying.” 

The cases were that kind of tide. The evidence had been in 

the sediment since that November, since 1841, since the Dutch or 

English or whatever lost their pinnace in whatever storm of the 

seventeenth century and left it on the bottom of Nantucket Sound. 

The accumulation of time had been necessary: the sediment needed 

to build, the instruments needed to be developed, the people with 

the instruments needed to arrive in the right location at the 

right moment. The moment was this year, at Allen Point, with this 

particular combination of instruments and people and willingness 

to look. The long tide came in. It deposited what it had been 

carrying. The marsh receives it and continues. 

The cases had been in the sediment of this specific coast 

for decades before we arrived, the evidence accumulating in the 

chemistry of the water and the biological history of the shore 

and the paper files in the county’s storage and the trap logs and 

the dive logs and the letters in frames in the sheds of men who 

did not know how to discard what mattered. The instruments had 
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been needed to read what the sediment held. The instruments 

existed and were applied and the account was corrected. 

The tide covers and withdraws and covers again, and the 

trace of what has been there is in what the covering and the 

withdrawing has left, and the leaving is legible to anyone who 

brings the right instruments and the willingness to look. This 

has been the constant truth of everything the year contained. The 

harness in nitrogen storage for twenty-one years, legible when 

the correct instruments arrived. The ship’s bell on the bow 

section for three hundred years, legible to a careful diver with 

a careful predecessor’s logs. Fitch in the salt marsh, the 

evidence not taken by the tide because the tide had not been 

given enough time, legible to a forensic biologist who could read 

the fiber on a dock cleat and the patina on a bronze casting. 

The cases were not separate from the place. They were the 

place’s history encountering the instruments that happened to be 

present at Allen Point on May 14 when we arrived. If we had 

arrived at a different house on a different coast with different 

instruments, the cases would have remained in the sediment. The 

sediment does not mind. The sediment continues its work. The tide 

continues its work. The evidence accumulates and waits for the 

instruments and when the instruments arrive it tells what it 

holds. 

I am not the instrument. I am the account of the 

instruments. The account is what the notebook produces, the 

account that holds what the instruments found in the form that 

makes it available to anyone who needs to find it. The third 
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journal is full and the fourth has begun and whatever Lestrade 

has in her files will fill the fourth and possibly more. The 

account continues as long as the work continues, and the work 

continues as long as the wrong records exist that the available 

instruments can correct. 

Which is to say: the work continues. 

The anniversary evening at Allen Point. The kitchen window 

and the salt pond and the marsh beyond it and the sound beyond 

that, the sound doing its May thing, which is to begin the 

transition from the severe winter version of itself back toward 

the version that the summer visitors will find when they arrive 

in June and that they will receive as the sound being what it is 

rather than what it becomes in the absence of an audience. The 

sound in May is both versions simultaneously: the winter severity 

still present in the water’s temperature and the biology’s pace, 

and the summer’s first preparations visible in the bird activity 

and the light’s return. Two things. Both true. Neither canceled. 

I want to give each of the four of us our accounting, 

briefly, because the account of the year is not only the account 

of the cases but the account of what the year did to us, and what 

the year did to us was not what I would have predicted when we 

loaded the moving van in May. Hamilton: the field notebook is in 

its fourth volume since May, the bird observation records 

covering a full year of seasonal change on the near bar and the 

adjacent marsh, the green notebook beside the forensic notebooks 

in the study as a permanent addition to the tools of the 

practice. He has become the person on the outer Cape who can tell 
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you what the November shorebird counts have been for the past 

seven months and who knows the tidal behavior of the Allen Point 

channel as well as Tavares knows the Chatham harbor and who has, 

in the December and January evenings, produced on the violin 

something he has described, in the only description he has 

offered, as a thing he did not know he had been building. Clara: 

a published abstract, a paper in progress, a survey team 

assembled, a year of field data that will be the baseline for the 

next five years of work on the near bar and the adjacent marsh, 

the buff-breasted sandpiper absent this spring but noted as 

possibly the beginning of a longer pattern worth tracking. Mary: 

the garden and the practice and the year-round community she has 

been entering since September, the patients who have come to know 

her well enough to bring her their actual problems rather than 

the problems they are comfortable presenting, the specific deep 

doctoring of a physician who has been given enough time to 

understand what the patients actually need. And Wilson: three 

journals full, the fourth open, the account of a year that has 

been, in every respect that a year can be measured in, the 

account of people doing the work they were built to do in the 

place that the work required. 

Clara’s outbuilding lights. Mary’s garden. The field 

notebook on the desk. The violin from the study, the phrase now 

running clearly, something finding its shape. 

The left-hand bird on the near bar, in the last light of the 

May evening, making her approach from the west. The left bank 

into the dive, the compensated angle that was simply her angle 
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now, the wing that had been deformed by an injury no one had 

witnessed and that had healed as it had healed and not as the 

wing would have preferred and that had organized her entire 

aerial practice around the permanent fact of its limitation, 

finding in that organization not a reduced version of flight but 

the version available to this bird with this history on this bar. 

The approach is hers. The dive is hers. The kill rate is 

essentially equal to the uninjured birds on the same bar. She has 

been working this water since before we arrived and she will be 

working it after we have gone and the record of the year we have 

been here to observe her will hold what the year contained: the 

careful observation, the documented pattern, the finding that 

what is possible within the constraint is as much as what is 

possible without it, given sufficient experience of the 

constraint and sufficient willingness to find the method it 

permits. 

The wing and the flight. The limitation and the life 

organized around the limitation and the life being as full as any 

life on that bar. Both true. Neither canceled. The formulation 

that has followed this account from the card in Fitch’s shed to 

the closing of the third journal, the four words that Catherine 

Fitch had put on the card because she had understood, before any 

of the rest of us had understood it, that the double truth is the 

only honest description of the situation and that holding both 

without letting either cancel the other is the particular form of 

integrity that living in a complicated world requires. 

For Ray. Both things. 
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For all of them. Both true. 

The salt pond in the last light. The marsh grass in its May 

green. The sound beyond them. The house at the end of the Point 

road with its lights on. The four of us inside it, each doing the 

work that the evening required: the garden and the database and 

the new phrase and the closed journal and the open one. The 

season at the hinge between what it has been and what it is 

becoming, neither winter nor summer, the specific suspended 

moment of mid-May when the Cape is still deciding what version of 

itself the current day requires and has not yet decided, so both 

versions are present in the same light in the same hour. 

The tide comes in. The tide goes out. The account holds what 

the tide reveals, and the account will hold it for as long as 

there are instruments to read it and people willing to do the 

reading and notebooks to put the reading in where it can be 

found. 

This is one of those notebooks. 

The record is here. 


