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My father was the keeper of the lighthouse
on Little Neck Rock. He had been so for the better part of his
life. After being wounded in the war, the department of the Navy
offered him the position which included a fine house and a good
salary. My mother, completely in love with him, said she would
follow him anywhere and so, he took the job.


Because the lighthouse was set at the end of
a path that led down from the house, my father did not have to
spend months away from us and we could go visit him any time we
wished. He would look after the light, the lenses, radio ships
during storms and keep a log of activity around Little Neck
Rock.


The work was pleasant for him, a man who
joyed in detail and precision. It was neither too strenuous nor so
mentally taxing that he was unable to spend time with my mother at
home reading, writing and making her laugh, which he did readily
and easily.


When I came along they were both overjoyed
and I have only memories of being deeply loved and cared for. A
happy childhood at the lighthouse. Trips into town for supplies.
Visits from the Admiralty. Invitations for my parents to Navy
balls, fine receptions and summer time fairs in the parks that
surrounded the light house.


Although father was a career Navy man, he
often confided in me that he was so happy I was a girl. He never
wanted me to have to worry about going to war. Though he had seen
war and was a decorated sailor, he didn’t like the idea of it and
was happy his child would never have to worry about it in her
life.


Both my parents were great readers and I
grew up in the shadow of floor to ceiling book cases packed with
all manner of titles. Fiction, nonfiction, history, biography,
science books, every possible genre and style you could imagine. My
parents did not discriminate in their reading, they were open to
anything that came their way. They taught me, at a very early age,
to read. More than just “children’s books”, I read bits and pieces
of the same books my parents were reading.


They took time with me, took care to help me
read and understand whatever book I pulled from the shelves. They
did not shelter me from words, tell me I was too young for this
book or that subject. They encouraged me to read and expand my mind
all the time. Because of this, I was able to read and comprehend so
much more than other children my age when I started school. To me,
this was a joy, but for others, this was not always the case. My
reading set me apart and made me appear slightly freakish.


Also, because of the quiet way in which I
had been raised, I preferred the solitary studies and the hushed
rooms of the library to the playgrounds and raucous games the other
children were drawn to. Intellectually, I was advanced. Socially, I
was stunted.


This never troubled me as I was much happier
with the encouragement and acceptance, the praise and delight of my
parents than I was with any of my peers. I did not dislike them,
that was not the case. I enjoyed listening to them, watching them
play, standing on the periphery of their budding and collapsing
romances.


However, for me, it was more about studying
them than actually immersing myself in that kind of life. I was
happy on the outskirts. I was happy sitting in the lighthouse
service room as my father polished the giant lenses, talking to him
about the latest book I was reading. I was happy helping my mother
in the kitchen to make the savory fish stew my father loved so
much, talking about poetry and music.


From her I learned how to cook, how to enjoy
poetry and the other things a woman needed to know; sewing,
ironing, keeping house. From him I learned about history, war, how
to fix things, use tools and be strong even though I was a girl.
From my parents, I got all I needed as a child, friendships did not
have the same pull for me as they did for other children.


The best thing about my childhood was the
lighthouse itself. This tall, gleaming, white structure, with its
one brilliant, all seeing, eye was a companion like none other. I
could, whenever I desired, climb the four hundred stairs to the
gallery, the open deck that ran around the lighthouse accessed
through the watch room, also called the service room, directly
under the lantern room, and look out across the ocean. It was so
high that I could see the curve of the earth and the distant
horizon.


My father would climb those stairs to clean
the light, wash the windows in the lantern room, polish the brass
rail that encircled the gallery deck. When he journeyed up I was
always behind him, carrying a bucket, sponges and cleaning
supplies. We would step out the door into the day and both pause,
breath in the sea air and take in the glorious view that was ours
and ours alone.


Then, we would get to working, shining,
washing, tending the lighthouse like a giant baby that needed to be
taken care of. Those days, when my father and I were on the top of
the world knowing that, when we were done, my mother would have a
delicious dinner sitting on the kitchen table, I felt safest. I
felt that I needed nothing more in life. Books, my mother and
father, the lighthouse and the freedom to dream.


***


It came about one Sunday morning. I was then
fifteen years old, we had returned from church and mother went to
the kitchen to start preparing the Sunday dinner. Father, with no
work on the lighthouse to do, settled in the study in his large
leather arm chair, with a huge tome. He loved a good, heavy book on
a Sunday afternoon. With no hands on my time I walked down the path
to the lighthouse. I climbed the stairs and stepped out on the
gallery deck.


I had one of my father’s many spy glasses
and I scanned the horizon looking for pirates, monsters, mermaids
or whales. I would play this way often. Pretending I saw pirate
ships sneaking up the coast, I would turn on the radio, give my
call number and the coordinates of the approaching pirate ships,
things my father had shown me how to do hundreds of times, alert
the navy and save the country from deadly attacks. Because of my
quick thinking and skill, my dauntless bravery, I would become the
very first female Admiral in the history of the navy.


Some days I would look out and see the great
steam ships boxing their compass, giant oil tankers coming back
from other parts of the world. Sometimes, when the water was still
and the sky was brilliant blue I would see the elegant, richly
appointed yachts owned by the wealthy men who lived along the
coast. I would imagine myself on one of those beautiful boats,
wearing a pretty dress and dancing with a handsome sailor or steel
Baron. With the spy glass, a vivid imagination and the comfort of
being alone, I would sometimes play these games for hours and
hours.


That Sunday, I was watching one of those
wondrous yachts slowly pass down the coast. It was white with
polished gold trim that picked up the sun and sparkled like a star
unafraid to show itself even in the light of day, risking the sun’s
jealousy. I watched with awe as this long, lovely creature moved
slowly on its way.


Suddenly, I could tell something was wrong.
The yacht began to drift toward the land. Where it was positioned I
knew, from charts and warnings my father had given over the radio,
there were great, spiked reefs under the surface. Like a mountain
range from a nightmare, my father had told me. I watched the yacht
for a moment, hoping it would right itself, but saw it was still
drifting, still moving toward the reef.


Knowing there was no time to run down the
stairs and get my father, I turned on the radio, its tubes slowly
glowed red and I grabbed the speaker. I gave my call number and
tried to connect to the yacht. I gave its coordinates and called
out the bow numbers over and over but no one picked up.


Desperate and afraid, I connected to the
coast guard. I gave the call sign of the lighthouse, the bow
numbers of the yacht, told them who my father was and warned them
about the reef. I was just finishing my message when I saw the boat
clip the reef and slam to a stop. The boat shook and I saw that it
was starting to take on water. I told the coast guard, they assured
me they were on their way and I dropped the speaker and ran down
the stairs, up the path and burst into the study. My father was
sleeping, the large book resting on his chest.


“Ship wreck,” I shouted at him, out of
breath and unable to make a complete sentence.


He leapt from his chair, the book crashing
to the floor and raced out of the house. My father never doubted me
for he knew I would never joke about such a thing. We ran to the
porch that overlooked the water and he grabbed the spy glass on the
tripod that stood on the porch.


“Where, Tessa,” he said to me, “where in the
water?” I gave him rough coordinates and he found it. “Dear God,”
he muttered and moved to get to the lighthouse.


“I radioed,” I said and he stopped in his
tracks, “I tried to find the boat but couldn’t, no one answered so,
I radioed the coast guard. They said...” I didn’t finish my
sentence for I saw, behind my father, the great, long coast guard
cutter steaming into view. I pointed, “Look,” I said and my father
spun around. He took up the spy glass again and watched the
scene.


“What’s happening,” I pestered him and he
gave the glass over to me.


I watched as the
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