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      Young love means everything . . . until it leaves you with nothing.

      The summer before her senior year of high school, Laney Jacobs and her best friend jump from a six-story beachside cliff in an attempt to impress their boyfriends. Laney rose from the water. Her friend did not.

      Six years later, when Laney’s troubled mother’s memoir hits the bestseller list airing the family’s destructive secrets, Laney is forced to relive the trauma, this time in the public eye. To escape the scrutiny, she seeks shelter at her estranged grandmother’s seaside inn. But she can’t reconcile the loving woman with the heartless parent in her mother’s book. As she looks for answers, the ex-boyfriend who’d witnessed her darkest days reappears, stirring up both pain and hope.   

      When her mother's vindictive fans threaten her grandmother's livelihood and the lighthouse Laney has come to love, she turns to the century-old words of a young lighthouse keeper to help her find the courage to move forward. But once truths from the past come to light and old love finds new beginnings, will Laney discover that forgiveness is the only way toward true healing?
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      The memory is never far. To let it flit away like a fearful sparrow instead of holding it close like the persistent, weary ghost it’s become would be to forget my penance for the life I took.

      Maddie.

      I still remember the slight dip in her cheek when she smiled at me at the top of the cliff, nerves fringing the stretch of her mouth. I remember the smell of salty air, mixing with the Banana Boat coconut sunscreen on our tanned skin. Sunlight glinted off her necklace—a sterling silver pendant picturing a sparrow.

      I wore an identical one. Engraved on the back were our initials and the words Best Friends. I’d picked them out because the sparrows reminded me of a card Nana had sent me for my ninth birthday. I used to repeat the scripture verse written beneath the bird’s silhouette over and over in my head to lull me to sleep, to distract me from the sounds of drunken laughter and men and noises I didn’t completely understand coming from my mother’s bedroom.

      Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? Yet not one of them will fall to the ground outside your Father’s care.

      Even though I didn’t comprehend them, something about the words comforted.

      Strands of brown hair brushed Maddie’s face and she squeezed my hand. “Sure we want to do this?”

      I dragged in a breath, nodded, and pressed her hand back. I looked over the ledge and down into the Pacific waters below where two of the hottest guys from San Simeon High called up to us, urging us to jump. I’d had a crush on Jason since the sixth grade, when he’d sat next to me on the bus the morning after my mom showed up at the school, drunk, black mascara and lipstick smudged along her face, too much of her bra exposed, stumbling and slurring my name in the parent pick-up line—a perfect advertisement for what you don’t want to be when you grow up. I still remember the whoosh and sink of the brown bus seat as Jason sat beside me and, without provocation said, “My mom’s a loser, too.” The insult felt more like camaraderie, and I thought maybe I fell in love with him then and there.

      “On three?” Below us, the waves pounded against the rocks. We’d have to jump out far enough to miss them. We were crazy with thoughts of invincibility. We were young, ready for the rest of our lives, ready for anything.

      “I don’t know, Laney . . .”

      I squeezed her hand. “Together, right? It’ll be over in seconds.”

      She nodded, her bottom lip visibly trembling.

      I began counting. “One . . .”

      In a minute it’d be over. We’d be in the water and Jason would circle me with those strong arms of his, nothing but water and swimsuit between us.

      “Two . . .” Maddie joined in with me now.

      Soon we’d be laughing and trying to spot dolphins on California’s coast. Later we’d celebrate the end of summer with Maddie’s parents at Sierra Mar restaurant.

      “Three!” We ran, our bare feet pounding smooth granite, the wind on our faces. It felt like flying. Freedom.

      As we neared the edge, I noticed our footsteps weren’t quite synchronized. I thought of letting Maddie’s hand go so we could better balance ourselves, but she held tight and we soared out from the cliff together.

      My stomach lurched as we fell, fast, toward the guys beneath us. Maddie released my hand and I remember being grateful. My hair flew upward, my arms flailing as I hit the water at an awkward angle, my foot bent out from the rest of my body. It stung at first, cold prickly needles replaced by soothing water, soaking through my suit and cutoffs. Then the water swelled over my head and a few seconds later, I burst above the surface, laughing. Relieved.

      I looked for Maddie, sure this moment was the highlight of our eight years of friendship. A swell in the water lifted me up, then down, and I lost sight of where she may have fallen.

      As anticipated, Jason swam to me, his large hand ran along my waist, cupping my hip. “You are so hot, Laney. I knew you wouldn’t chicken—” His words broke off as his friend, Aaron, called out to us, his voice carrying over the bob of the waves.

      “Where is she?”

      My treading limbs grew weak in the water. Jason started with fast strokes toward Aaron’s voice, and I willed my legs to kick after him. Maddie hadn’t come up from the surface yet. Maybe she wanted to give us a scare like that time at the Fourth of July parade. While searching for prime seats, Maddie had gotten separated from us. After an hour of trying to find her, she finally showed up on the Statue of Liberty float, throwing well-aimed bubblegum at our faces.

      Yes, that had to be it. Maddie would surface any second.

      With each stroke though, my confidence waned. She wouldn’t be under the surface this long. She couldn’t be under this long.

      “She hit the water, right? Aaron—she hit the water!” I screamed the words, searched the rocks at the base of the cliff, my breaths ragged and shallow even as I pictured the bloodied and bruised body of my friend, splayed on the rocks.

      Aaron stared at me dumbly, a wet lock of hair like a snake along his forehead. “Right here. She was right here.”

      I inhaled the deepest breath I could beneath my tears and dove under, heard Jason call for me too late. I forced my eyes open against the salt, dove deeper into the darkness, swam away from the rays of sunshine, grasped for anything of my friend’s—a clump of hair, an arm, a piece of the bathing suit she bought just yesterday—but nothing. I stayed down until my lungs nearly burst, forcing me to break the surface.

      “Jason! Jason—where is she?” My voice was hysterical. But Jason and Aaron were both underwater, doing as I had done moments earlier.

      I went under many more times, screaming Maddie’s name beneath the water. She hadn’t wanted to jump. Not at first. I’d pressured her into it. And for what? For the split-second admiration of a boy?

      We didn’t find Maddie’s body that day. The Coast Guard found her washed up on shore the day after. The casket was closed for her funeral. I tried not to imagine Maddie’s bloated body, the necklace claiming we were best friends snug against her blue skin.

      The necklace that now sits at the bottom of my jewelry box, shouting accusations up at me whenever I glimpse the drawn feather of a wing. The one calling me out on my empty promise to look out for her. Making me question God over his broken assurance to care for my friend, a fallen sparrow.

      Six years later, I still half expect Maddie to find me in the restaurant where I work and tell me she’s sorry, the joke has gone on too long.

      But she doesn’t come. Someone else does. And as soon as I see him, I know that I will never be able to escape that day.

      It will always, always haunt me.
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        My daughter was beautiful and bright, but she seemed to illuminate the truth that I could never be the mother she needed. After her birth, I sank deeper into my addictions.

        ~ Locked Light by Miriam Jacobs

      

      

      

      
        
        LANEY

      

      

      When I step out of my therapist’s office into bright sunshine, it is with the kind of optimistic enthusiasm a child feels on the first day of summer.

      The possibilities are endless.

      My life is just beginning, stretching before me in a myriad of paths that are mine for the choosing.

      I am healing.

      If only the seed of this enthusiasm would take root and land on fertile soil. But I know from experience it is destined for rock or a patch of weeds. It will not last.

      Every time I go home, try out a new, positive outlook with my mother, I get crushed. It’s inevitable she will say something to suck every corner of hope out of my windblown sails.

      But this time—this time is different. This time, I vow not to let that happen. I vow to escape.

      I walk down the sidewalk, and when I reach the spot where I’ve parked my car up against the curb, I keep walking. Eventually I reach a small bench tucked up against a box of golden petunias.

      The scars on my forearms stretch taut when I tie my hair up into a messy bun before sitting and reaching into my purse for my phone. My fingers brush against my rehab journal and then to the envelope inside—a card, like a dozen others, from a grandmother I’ve never met. A grandmother I very much long to meet.

      I tap in the code to open my phone and search for one-way flights to Maine. Memorial Day weekend is approaching and prices are expensive, but if I don’t book now, I’ll chicken out.

      I know myself. I’ve been in this place before.

      I mentally seek out Dr. Shelley’s words to coax my thoughts back to rights. To blow that seed of hope past rocky soil onto tilled earth.

      It’s time, Laney. Time to decide how you’re going to move forward. Time to decide what you want from your past and for your future.

      Leaving home, leaving the place where the memories chase and haunt—that is what I want. That is what all my time journaling has revealed.

      The first time I cut myself was two months after Maddie died. It was an accident, in the shower while shaving. The burn of it took my mind off my guilt, off the pain of living without my best friend. It was numbing relief. Like menthol on a muscle ache—cool, and then burning so thoroughly it took my thoughts off all else. Eleven months ago, though, I made a cut too deep. I panicked, thinking I had ended my life with one swipe. In the haze of it all, I called 9-1-1, exposing my long-held secret and getting the help I needed. Rehab. Therapy. Help for which I am grateful.

      But Mom’s recent book success has threatened my stability. What she included in her memoir was the ultimate betrayal. It causes me to wake at night reliving memories both known and unknown, scratching at itching, burning arms. My tight skin calling for me to relieve the pressure of the fear and the pain.

      I remember seeing Jason’s father in the grocery store yesterday. He spoke to the clerk behind me while I pulled my hat tighter on my head and prayed he didn’t notice me.

      He didn’t. Just kept talking to the clerk about his son finally moving back home.

      If I ran into Jason’s dad at the grocery store, what were the chances I’d eventually run into Jason himself?

      That couldn’t happen.

      Reason enough to book a flight to the other side of the country.

      I choose a flight that leaves the next evening, type in my information, and let my finger hover over the Book Flight button.

      I’m not running, I’m searching. Trying to find answers in the deluge that Mom’s book has left in its wake. Trying to find the last stretch of healing on this long, arduous journey of living without my best friend.

      With resolve, I press the yellow button, confirming my flight.

      And, perhaps, my future.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Bar Harbor, Maine

        Nine Days Later

      

      

      I swipe at a bead of sweat on my brow, unsure if it’s due to the mile walk from my motel or the shear anxiety of meeting the grandmother I have never met. I push back my shoulders, forcing determination into my stride. I’d spent the last week settling into the rhythm of Maine. I found a job at a local restaurant, read a dozen tourist guides. There is nothing left to do but search out the woman behind the cards.

      My grandmother.

      The mailbox at the end of the driveway stands white and quaint, with an abundance of pink impatiens planted at its base. The distant crash of waves does nothing to calm the queasiness in my stomach.

      I dig out the envelope my grandmother sent four years back from the side of my backpack and note the return address. They are the same numbers that are on the mailbox.

      I slip the card from the envelope. The lighthouse on the front is the same as the one to my left. It doesn’t at all match the description Mom wrote about in Locked Light, the memoir she published three months ago. She said it was a looming dark tower, when in fact, it is quite stout and bright with whitewash.

      Imagine, a memoir. My mother, who barely graduated high school and whose daily reading didn’t go beyond the two lines written on her prescription bottles, had written an entire book.

      And somehow, she’d pulled it off. Locked Light was a runaway bestseller. In it, Mom told all, including the one thing I had asked her explicitly not to tell.

      I blink, looking up at the beacon facing the vast waters of the Gulf of Maine. The light appears sturdy and solid, seeming to whisper of mysteries begging to be unearthed. The yellow caution tape crossed over the doorway whispers of secrets.

      I glance back at the matching lighthouse on the card, Nana’s scrawled words on the front.

      
        
        You are the light of the world. A town built on a hill cannot be hidden. Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl.

        Matthew 5:14-15

      

      

      I open the card, knowing what I will find and looking to the words now for the courage I need.

      
        
        Dear Laney,

      

      
        I know these last couple of years have been hard for you. If I had a different relationship with your mother, and I suppose, if I’m honest, with you, I would have flown out there by now. You don’t know me except through these cards and letters, but Laney, say the word and I will be on the first plane out.

        I’m sure it’s the fantasy of an old woman that you might want me to come see you. I haven’t been part of your life for all these twenty-one years. Still, please know, there is always a room in my house for you should you ever decide to show up for a visit. I say that not to put any guilt on you, but because I mean it. Laney, it doesn’t matter that we haven’t met. You are precious to me, dear girl.

      

      
        Nana

      

      

      I sniff and close the card, again staring at the drawing of the lighthouse. Mom wrote of the inside of the light in detail. Does my grandmother’s lighthouse actually match the description in Mom’s book, or will I find that also ingenuine?

      I readjust my bag over my shoulder and walk up the drive.

      One step at a time.

      Dr. Shelley’s words. We’ve agreed to keep up our appointments on Zoom. That, and the fear of running into Jason, might be the only thing keeping me from booking a flight back home.

      I suck in a breath as The Beacon Bed and Breakfast comes into view off to the right—a large white farmhouse with a wraparound porch. To the left, across a patch of well-worn grass, is the footbridge to the lighthouse.

      From the look of the worn grass, many come and go to the lighthouse. I should probably ring the doorbell before visiting it, but something inside me longs to see it now, for myself. To form an opinion of the lighthouse before I form an opinion of my grandmother.

      I start across the footbridge.

      “Hey!”

      I startle, jumping back at the near bark of the voice. When I turn, I see a fit older woman with ashy hair at the bottom of Nana’s back porch steps. I open my mouth, but no sound comes out.

      “If you’re thinking about going to the lighthouse, don’t try to go inside, all right?” She breathes out a gust of air that fans a few strands of hair near her eyes. She walks closer, and I waver, half wanting to run back up the drive and never return.

      The older woman gestures toward the lighthouse door. “That caution tape’s there for a reason. I don’t want anyone getting hurt, especially if you’re out there by yourself.”

      I turn to fully meet her gaze and recognition flickers behind eyes that match the ocean beside us.

      “Are you . . .?”

      I lick my lips. Do I call her Nana? It’s how she’s signed her cards, but without a relationship outside of the one we have on paper, it feels presumptuous and fake, as if I’d be stealing something I don’t have a right to.

      “Laney?”

      “You . . . you know me?”

      All traces of severity vanish from my grandmother’s face. “Your mother has sent me your school picture every year. Of course, the last one was six years ago, but you’ve only grown more beautiful. You have your mother’s eyes.” Her voice cracks on her last words.

      Mom had sent my pictures to Nana? Why would she do so, when she continually refused to see her again?

      “I’m so sorry I snapped at you, honey. There’s been an endless stream of tourists lately, crossing my property, trying to get past the caution tape. It’s not there for my convenience, that’s for sure. It’s dangerous in there.”

      I suck in a small breath. That’s exactly how Mom had described it in her book.

      Nana’s eyes widen and she waves a hand through the air. “Not dangerous because it’s a dungeon like your mother believes, dangerous because it’s old and in need of repair. I think I’m going to have to have it torn down.”

      “Torn down? But it’s a historical landmark. It’d be a crime to—” I stop short at the fact that I’m about to outright accuse Nana of committing a crime. Touchy subject. “Sorry.” My gaze drops to the ground.

      “Laney.”

      I meet her clear gaze, and it’s so open and full of acceptance that I can’t believe I ever doubted coming here.

      “There’s nothing to apologize for.” She looks at the white-washed lighthouse. “I wish the Beacon wasn’t attracting the worst kind of people, but she is. Not you, of course, but after that Hello, America interview . . .”

      Mom’s interview on the popular morning show had led to dozens of other interviews, creating a fan base that rivaled Matthew McConaughey’s memoir.

      Nana shakes her head. “Forgive me. That’s not important right now. What’s important is that I’m meeting my granddaughter for the first time.” Her smile matches the sun high in a robin’s egg blue sky. All too soon, though, it wavers. “But if you’ve only come to see the light, I suppose it would be safe enough to go down on the rocks for a better view.”

      “No, Nana.” The name is out before I can stop it. “I mean, I came to see you, too.” Although I had traveled all the way across the country to do so, admitting it outright places me in a vulnerable position. I hadn’t even told her I was coming.

      “Oh, I’m so glad, dear girl. How long were you planning on being in town?”

      I shrug. “I’m not really sure. But I did just get a waitressing job.” If I had stayed in college, stayed with my business management degree, perhaps I’d have an official career—some sort of purpose to my life. Instead, I am as shifting as the sands on the beach below. Indecisive. Without goals. An underachiever.

      At least Mom had pulled herself up by her bootstraps after a series of bad choices. She had forced good out of it, which was more than I could say for my own sordid history.

      “Good.” When she smiles, her weathered face looks ten years younger. “Where are you staying, honey?”

      “The Acadia Gateway Motel. They said it’d be fine to stay for the summer.”

      “That will be an expensive summer. I have plenty of room here, and I’d be happy to have you for as long as you like.”

      My muscles tense, from the base of my neck all the way down to my toes. “Oh no, I couldn’t impose. You don’t even know me. I don’t know you.” Why did she think she could trust me when her own daughter had written such terrible things about her? Why would she think I could trust her?

      She raises one eyebrow. “Do you believe what your mother wrote in that book? Is that why you don’t want to stay with me?”

      “No, of course not.” But that’s not true. “Or . . . I don’t know.”

      “That book has cost me just about all my paying guests, so I’m not lying when I say I have the room. I don’t see why you shouldn’t stay with me, if you can get past the notion that I’m some sort of a prison warden.”

      “I’d want to pay rent, or at least help out.”

      She flings her hand through the air again as if I’ve suggested the most outlandish proposition. “I’m not worried about that.”

      My fingers itch to dig my phone out of my bag and dial Dr. Shelley’s number. Would she agree this is the best way forward? Would my “new” start truly be new if it was under my grandmother’s influence? What if Nana turned out to be just like my mother?

      I think of Mom’s overbearing, controlling ways. After Maddie died, she’d turned a corner and gotten clean, married a half-decent man who gave us a half-decent life. As much as I resented her for not being there for me while I was growing up, she’d wanted me once she’d cleaned herself up. And like a neglected dog hungry for attention, I’d stuck by her side.

      But the recent success of her memoir had thrown our three-person family into chaos. Even Bill, who had somewhat supported Mom’s writing endeavors grew weary of Mom’s . . . enthusiasm. And though betrayal was nothing new to me, I still couldn’t get over the fact that Mom had included in her book the story of me and Maddie jumping off the cliff. Even if my friend’s death had given her a wake-up call, I’d explicitly asked her to keep Maddie out of her book.

      She hadn’t listened, and now the world knew of my part in my friend’s death. If I’d ever thought I could forgive myself, it would be ten times harder now, with thousands of readers knowing what I’d done.

      “Perhaps I can show you around before you make your decision?” My grandmother smiles, and I note that she has applied a tasteful amount of makeup.

      I nod, readjust my bag over my shoulder and follow her up the back steps into the house.

      She leads me into a small foyer with plentiful coat racks and then into a generous kitchen with a butcher-block island in the center, a dozen pans hanging above. Intricate woodwork embellishes the top and sides of a large, hooded gas stove. On the small table in the corner lay bank statements and an old-fashioned calculator, white tape spewing out the side. Nearby is a bright yellow book titled “Social Media Marketing for Beginners.”

      Nana rushes to the table and starts shoving the bank statements into a manilla folder. “What a mess. Why don’t you go into that next room and take a look at the view?” She points to a room that adjoins the kitchen.

      White wainscoting and wallpaper adorn the walls. Around the room sit small tables—where the guests eat their breakfasts no doubt—and windows that give a magnificent view of the lighthouse on the property.

      The round tower is beautiful beyond imagination. Seeing it here, framed perfectly out the window, sunlight shining warm on its whitewashed sides, it’s hard to imagine it as the prison my mother has portrayed.

      I tear my gaze away, taking in the blue flowers on the wallpaper, the hutch with shell decorations and mugs featuring the names of Maine towns I read about in the guidebooks. Everything about this place seems to reach its arms out to welcome me. Such a far cry from my mother’s sleek and modern home—all hard edges and no-nonsense convenience.

      “Let me show you the guest rooms.” Nana appears at the threshold, and I follow her past a cozy sitting room with a wood stove and up a narrow flight of stairs. The steps creak beneath my feet, worn with age. I imagine the people who have gone up and down, her many guests, and those who have kept the lighthouse before Nana.

      The rooms are clean and fresh with subtle colors reminiscent of the flowers outside. One boasts a bay window with a lovely view of the lighthouse and the Atlantic. Another, the gorgeous Maine coastline. It strikes me how I’m not quaking at the sight of this ocean—a world away from the one in which I lost my best friend.

      After Nana shows me the rest of the rooms, each quaint and clean and homey, she leads me back down the stairs.

      “Would you like some tea or coffee?” she asks.

      “Maybe water? If that’s okay.”

      Nana pours me a glass and one for herself, then leads me out on the back porch, the view overlooking the shimmering Atlantic and the gleaming lighthouse. A gentle breeze carries the scent of briny sea and wild roses.

      When she sits in one of the porch rockers, she grows thoughtful as she stares at me. Her bottom lip trembles. “I didn’t think you’d ever come.”

      I force one corner of my mouth up into a half smile.

      “I’d really like you to stay here so we could have a chance to get to know one another. I might not see you otherwise—that restaurant will keep you busy this time of year.”

      Her soft gaze and humble openness catch me off guard. The voice I’ve “heard” behind the gentle words written in my birthday cards matches this kind woman. A woman who seems nothing like the lady Mom wrote about.

      Surely, it’s all right to stay with my grandmother. Besides, there are guests here. I won’t be completely alone with her. “Are you sure you have enough room?”

      Her weathered face brightens. “Yes.” Her smile dims. “People aren’t exactly knocking down my door for reservations these days, I’m afraid. As long as this place stays in business, I’d love to have you.”

      “I would like that. And I meant what I said—I’m willing to pull my weight and pay rent. I’m not a bad cook, either.” I don’t want her to think I’m like my mother, that I expect things handed to me, that I expect to be waited on.

      “We’ll work all that out in time. But let me hear about you, dear girl. What brings you to Maine?”

      I shrug, not ready to admit that I traveled across the country for the sole purpose of seeing her. Not ready to admit that Mom’s recent success makes me feel like I live in her fancy fishbowl—one that doesn’t reflect the truth of our lives. “I needed a change.”

      We sit in silence, the sturdy wind chime above us sounding out a calm, mellow tune.

      Nana sips her water, and I notice delicate beads of perspiration at her temples.

      I swallow. “Thank you for the birthday cards. They’ve . . . meant a lot.”

      More than I would ever admit. In the dark, lonely nights of my girlhood, they’d been like a lifeline to me. When the apartment was too cold, when the noises outside my door too scary, I’d huddle beneath my blankets and clutch a birthday card from my grandmother. I’d inhale the slight flowery scent and a small inkling of New England’s sea. I’d recite the spiritual verses on them. I’d know that somewhere out there, someone thought about me.

      I’d fall asleep pretending to count the hairs on my head, never getting to a number that, in my naïve youth, I believed God kept close to His heart. He knew. He cared.

      And so did my grandmother. Despite what my mother told me.

      Now, Nana places her glass down. “How is Miriam? And Bill?”

      I nod, probably with too much vigor. “Well. Very well. Bill just got a promotion and they’re adding on a pool house and outdoor bar. They’re⁠—”

      I catch myself too late. This is my mother talking, trying to impress with the portrayal and accumulation of beautiful things. This is not what I want Nana to think of me. No matter how similar our looks, I am not Miriam Jacobs.

      “Mom’s happy,” I finish. Because her home is grand, her car is new, her figure still perfect, her backhand decent, and her book is on the bestseller lists. I don’t tell Nana about the excessive alcohol she drinks at night, the arguments I overhear between her and Bill behind closed doors. Arguments about money and the release of her memoir.

      “I’m sorry her book is causing trouble for your business,” I venture.

      “That’s not your fault, dear.”

      I clear my throat. It’s on my tongue to ask if she’s read what Mom’s written about her, but I don’t want to ruin the little progress we’ve made. Like a large novel, I am just in the first chapter of knowing Nana. If I read too fast or push too hard, the book might slam shut on me.

      “I’ve thought about coming for a long time. With everything so crazy back home . . .”

      Her foot taps out a soft rhythm on the porch floorboards. “You must be curious about me and this place after reading your mother’s story.”

      It’s not lost on me how she doesn’t call it a memoir, but a story.

      “I am.”

      I wonder if she would try to explain away what I read in Mom’s book, make excuses. But she doesn’t. Instead, she sits in silence, looking toward a few stray pedestrians taking photos of the lighthouse. They don’t approach the caution tape and she doesn’t move to intercept.

      There’s so much to say, and yet it all feels inappropriate somehow. I’ve only just met my grandmother, and yet she is a part of me, a part of my history.

      “Nana—”

      “Laney—”

      We laugh.

      “You first,” I say.

      “Laney, I didn’t think I’d ever get the chance to meet you. I’m so glad you’ve come.” She gathers a breath, and for one terrifying moment I fear she will cry. “I could not imagine a better surprise than seeing you in my yard.”

      A cool hand rests on the back of mine and I note the stretched, veiny skin—no thicker than tissue paper over bone—alongside the smoothness of my own. I try not to pull away, but my sleeve is inching up toward my scars. I give her an awkward pat then move away so I can tug my shirt cuffs down to my palms before folding my arms in front of me. “I . . . I hope that we’ll have plenty of time to get to know each other before I . . .” Before I what? I didn’t have much direction. Would I stay here forever?

      “You’ll stay with me, won’t you?”

      “Yes.” But as soon as the word is out, I’m ashamed how my mind travels to an image of Mom as a teenager, locked in the lighthouse with nothing but the company of thundering waves below. I stand. “I should get going. I have a shift soon. Would checking out of the motel tomorrow morning be too soon?”

      “No, that would be just fine.”

      And then she’s wrapping her thin, yet surprisingly strong arms around me. I stand stiff, unsure what to do. Mom’s not much of a hugger, and I’ve pushed everyone away since Maddie died.

      I’ve gone on exactly two dates in the last six years, but try as I might, I’d only ever felt that special something with one guy. Unfortunately, the memory of my best friend’s last day has never allowed me to reconnect with him.

      I blink. How did one hug from my grandmother dredge up such thoughts?

      With much effort, I lean in, no more than a centimeter. Just enough so she doesn’t feel completely rebuffed. The hug is far from comfortable, but something about it feels . . . promising. It has been so long since I’ve hugged another human.

      We part, and her gaze falls to my right arm, where my blouse sleeve has inched up. I tug my shirt back down, but know it is too late. Her wise old eyes noticed the bright pink horizontal scars.

      I struggle to meet her gaze, wonder if she can see the doubt that lurks behind my eyes, the doubt I wish didn’t exist—both about her, and her God. But I only see kindness.

      “I’m grateful you’ve come.”

      Grateful. I feel the pressure of her fingers on my arm and remember the gratitude list I’d started during rehab. I should pick it up again.

      When I walk back toward the motel, the ocean behind me seems to whisper of promise and new beginnings. The Pacific had never done that for me—all it did was grasp and take, raping me of any semblance of peace and normalcy.

      I can only hope the Atlantic, a world away from California, will give me a second chance at living.
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        Sometimes the sun shines and I can’t feel it. Like its brightness isn’t enough to reach that place inside me that needs the light. Or maybe the brightness is enough. Maybe it’s the darkness within that drowns it out.

        ~ Locked Light by Miriam Jacobs

      

      

      
      
        
        LANEY

      

      

      I clear two glasses of wine from a corner table and pocket the credit card receipt to add to the drawer. A woman’s tinkling laughter from behind me carries through the air and I turn to see my manager—a middle-aged woman named Natasha who has a penchant for beautiful floral dresses and gossip—making friendly conversation with an older couple as she seats them by the window.

      “Yes, we did come here last summer. Bar Harbor is our home away from home.” The woman sits in the chair Natasha holds out for her.

      I perk up, but continue my task. I spray the table and wipe up a piece of spaghetti caked in congealed butter. Natasha hands the couple menus. “I thought I recognized you. We have so many tourists, it’s nice to see a couple of familiar faces. Where are you staying?”

      The woman’s eyes light up. Her bleached blond hair doesn’t quite match her mature face. “Oh, we stay at the Beacon Bed and Breakfast. You know, the one with the lighthouse?”

      I hear Natasha titter. “We haven’t been recommending that place since the book came out. Did you happen to see the interview with Miriam? It’s horrific.”

      My heart is hammering. My skin is clammy, and I fight the urge to lower myself into one of the table seats. I want to tell Natasha to stop spreading rumors she knows nothing about, but I don’t have the strength. Because really, I don’t know all that much about what really happened all those years ago, either.

      “Oh, we don’t believe a word of that gossip, do we, Chris?”

      Her companion, a man with hair as white as cotton, shakes his head. “No, ma’am. We’ve been coming to the Beacon for years and Charlotte Jacobs has always been the perfect host.”

      The woman places a hand on Natasha’s arm. “You’ve not heard of Charlotte mistreating actual customers, have you?”

      My heart lightens hearing this couple come to my nana’s defense.

      Natasha smiles. “No. I can’t say that I have.”

      “Then we’ll choose to believe what we’ve seen for fifteen years over a sensational story. Now, are you serving the seafood bisque today?”

      I breathe out a long breath. Should I tell Natasha about my connection to the Beacon? Surely, my boss will find out who my grandmother is sooner or later.

      My grandmother.

      I think of the electric window candles lighting the inn at the end of the night, as they have the last two nights. The scent of cookies lingering in the kitchen.

      There is no denying the feeling of safety Nana’s home elicits, and although we hadn’t talked of anything of import yet, I am learning bits and pieces. How she starts her day well before the sun comes up each morning, how she prides herself on flawless hair and makeup. How she hums while doing dishes and has a fondness for Elvis.

      So far, there is only one thing that niggles about our time together. Yesterday morning, after Nana had come in from warning gawkers away from trying to enter the lighthouse, she’d huffed, the screen door shutting hard behind her. “It would be cheaper to tear down my poor light than repair it.”

      My poor light.

      I couldn’t keep those words from my head. Even now, as I greet the couple at the window table and recite the specials to them, it clings to the edges of my thoughts.

      Surely, once the hype of Mom’s book subsides, business would return for Nana. But if she got rid of the lighthouse—the main draw of the inn—would she ever recover?

      I straighten and look out the restaurant window to Frenchman Bay, the same body of water that connects to Nana’s property. This place is everything coastal and historic, from the four-masted schooner out on the water to the historic Bar Harbor Inn and Reading Room down the street. With Nana’s bed and breakfast being outside of the downtown area, would she gain enough business without the lighthouse?

      I take the drink orders of the couple who’d come to my grandmother’s defense. When I’m walking to the bar to get their wine, I contemplate whether I should tell them I’m Charlotte’s granddaughter. They must have checked in this morning because I didn’t see them when I helped Nana serve breakfast. I might as well introduce myself now before⁠—

      “Laney?”

      The baritone voice sounds so familiar. Not one of the other servers, though.

      “Laney.” It comes again, this time louder. The deepness of it probes and picks at the scarred places I’ve been trying to bury for the last six years. My blood turns to ice.

      It can’t be.

      I’m imagining things. No one from California is all the way out here except me. And even if one person from my old life happened to show up in Bar Harbor, of all people it wouldn’t be him, the person I tried so hard to escape.

      The bartender slides one glass of wine toward me, and I clutch the stem of the glass with enough force to shatter it. I turn from the bar as if my feet are weighed down with wet cement.

      A small intake of breath passes my lips at the sight of him.

      I’m caught unawares by how good he looks in his khakis and polo shirt, the slight shadow of stubble across his chiseled chin. I try not to think of all he’s likely accomplished in the six years since high school, of all I haven’t—the too-old college drop-out.

      My face burns and I attempt to swallow down my emotion. “Jason.”

      “I can’t believe you’re actually here.” He places his hand on my arm, and I’m shocked by the instant heat that burns my skin. A foreign longing rushes through me, and I attempt to tamp it down.

      I pull away from the fingers that scorch the skin beneath my blouse. “What—what are you doing here?”

      He rakes his fingers through his hair, a nervous gesture I remember all too well that pulls regret and desire through every ligament and muscle of my body.

      “I’m here for business. Dad’s business.”

      So, he’d followed in his father’s footsteps, after all. He hadn’t followed his dreams then. Why?

      I glance down at the blood-red wine in my hand. “I have to get back to work. It was nice to see you.” I grab the other glass of wine on the counter behind me and start toward the couple at the window.

      “Wait.” The word comes out almost desperate and I can’t ignore it.

      I stop, but don’t turn.

      “Could we talk sometime?”

      Talk? About what? About Maddie? About how he seemed to have no problem moving on from that day while I seemed destined to be stuck in it forever? Or perhaps he caught Mom’s Hello, America segment. Now, that would be a wonderful topic of conversation.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      He’s in front of me now. “Just ten minutes, Laney. Can I meet you after your shift? Please? We can get ice cream or something.”

      My legs are as sturdy as the custard Nana made as an afternoon snack the day before. What harm will come to me if I agree?

      But then I remember the last time I saw him, at Maddie’s memorial. He’d given me a hug and the feel of his arms around me had churned my stomach. That was when I knew we were over. There was no way I could be with him after that day at the cliff. His touch, his presence, would always dredge up memories of the day we’d killed my best friend.

      The scars on my forearms ache. I sink into the comfort of the pain, which I know from my time at rehab is not a sign of healthy progress.

      “I’m sorry. I can’t.”

      I walk to my table and paste on a smile for the couple. I take their orders—one lobster bake and one fish and chips—and head to the kitchen, exhaling slowly when I don’t see Jason again. It is for the best.

      But when I exit the kitchen, he’s right there in front of me. “Can’t, or won’t?” He’s close. So close I can smell the same Giorgio Armani cologne he wore in high school. The scent of ocean and woods and adventure—everything that seemed to make life worth living at the time, and everything that ruined my life forever.

      I can’t afford to be nice. I can’t live through all the memories again, not without my therapist. Not without landing myself back in rehab. “Won’t.”

      “It’s ice cream, Laney. One cone. Mint chocolate chip still your favorite?”

      I close my eyes. Our first date had been to get ice cream. How could memories be both precious and painful all at once? I force myself to meet his gaze, dark sapphire eyes deep and sincere. The last six years served him well. Broadened his shoulders, defined his muscles beneath his shirt. And yet the change is more than physical. Did that day still haunt him too? While I want to avoid reminders, maybe he sought healing in other ways—by seeking me out, perhaps?

      “How did you know where to find me?”

      “I just happen to be here for business.”

      Even the hairs of your head are numbered . . .

      Was there something more than coincidence to our meeting?

      I sigh and move to the table I’d been clearing earlier. I move the candle centerpiece to the middle as Natasha leads a group of four thirty-something ladies to one of my other tables.

      “I have to get back to work.”

      “Please, Laney? Don’t you think we should talk?”

      I grind my teeth, scoop my notepad out of the apron around my waist. “Ten o’clock. Ten minutes. No ice cream.”

      He exhales. “Thank you. I’ll meet you outside?”

      I nod, not entirely sure I haven’t just made the second worst decision of my life.
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        * * *

      

      When my shift ends, I dig my hands into the pockets of my sweatshirt on the way out the door. I see Jason waiting by the outdoor bar, the blue and gold lettering of his Berkeley sweatshirt reflecting the moonlight.

      So, he’d gone to his family’s alma mater. No doubt followed in his father’s footsteps and majored in architecture.

      He’d done what was expected of him.

      He straightens at my arrival, gives me an easy smile. “I was scared you were going to sneak out the back.”

      “Considering the back is Frenchman Bay, I didn’t have much in the way of getaway options.”

      His mouth strains at the edges. “Is it that horrible to see me again?”

      I walk toward the street. “It’s not you . . .” Honesty, Laney. That’s what writing my thoughts down during rehab allowed me, what keeping things bottled up for four years had denied me. “And it is,” I let out on a sigh.

      “You never responded to my letter.”

      I remember holding it in my hands, my insides splitting open at the fact that he’d thought to write a letter when a text would have been so much easier. He’d poured his heart out on that lined paper, every sorrow
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