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      “Maybe those greasy pirates were right. Maybe this island is cursed.”

      I’d just skimmed a chapter on magnification and lens formula in one of Edgar Dalworth’s science books, but when I looked away, I couldn’t picture any of it. It was something I’d always been able to do. Until Deception Island.

      “Nonsense. You’re not superstitious,” Mrs. Dalworth said without looking up from her needlework.

      I threw down my pencil and shoved myself away from her kitchen table, chair legs screeching across the wood floor. A piece of dry cedar in the fireplace snapped. The clock on the mantle clanged as I rubbed my forehead and paced around the table. Mrs. Dalworth’s rocking chair squeaked in slow, predictable intervals.

      “I’m going to oil that thing. Doesn’t it bother you?”

      Mrs. Dalworth halted in the middle of a forward rock.

      “I’ve always found it quite soothing.”

      She set her needlework on the table beside her chair and picked stray bits of colored thread from her lap. She didn’t look over at me as I circled the room like a trapped animal.

      “You don’t want to hear this, Charlee, but I’m going to say it, anyway. You’re pushing yourself too hard with those books. You aren’t doing yourself any favors by it.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with me. Not a scratch or a bump or a cut left anywhere.”

      I stopped in front of her, held out my hands for inspection, but yanked back my left arm when the nasty horseshoe scar on my wrist appeared from under my sleeve.

      “That’s the outside. The inside heals different. It can take longer.”

      I glared at her, even though I knew she was right. I had buried myself in books because they helped me escape the long, dark months of winter. It hadn’t taken long for the novelty of living at the Deception Island lighthouse to wear off. The boredom that followed was enough to drive a sane person mad. I’d also hoped losing myself in books would help me get my memory working again. But like a tough knot that gets worse with every wrong pull, my head was more tangled up than ever. Reading and studying had thrown new things into the mix, and the result was a scrambled mess. I’d go over and over things I’d already read, and I wouldn’t let up.

      “I want my memory back. I want it to work like it used to.”

      That sounded pathetic. The only thing missing was stamping my feet and throwing a tantrum like a spoiled child, as if my scrambled brain and constant frustrations were her fault. I’d already blamed her that morning for moving my notebook when she hadn’t touched it.

      Mrs. Dalworth had her own share of problems. After losing her husband Edgar in the spring, she was alone with an uncertain future. A young navy recruit had been hastily assigned to help her run the lighthouse until a replacement for Edgar could be arranged. She had reason to be irritable, but I was the one who let my problems darken the household mood, and I often took my frustrations out on her. She had put up with six months of me, and never once complained.

      Mrs. Dalworth pushed herself out of her chair and took a few stiff steps in the general direction of the kitchen. Mr. Jones, who had been curled up on the braided rug at her feet, felt the nudge of a wayward foot and skulked out of the way. He arranged himself closer to the warmth of the fire, a safe distance away from being stepped on or tripped over. To prepare for warmer weather, we’d shorn his wooly coat like a spring lamb. He was right mad about that, even if it wasn’t his first haircut, but he seemed happier with the weight of his thick white fur gone. He had shivered the whole time we snipped, and I figured that was an act because we’d left a good inch of his coat behind. When I told him his haircut made him look young and handsome, he’d forgiven me. Dogs don’t carry grudges like people do.

      I stared out the front window at the morning drizzle, a blanket of gray shrouding the land and blending into the dull morning light.

      “I never used to get headaches at all. At least I remember that. I get them almost every day now, don’t I?”

      “Yes, lately, almost every day. But notice you don’t wake up with them.” Mrs. Dalworth clanged a heavy lid onto a pot and my hands shot up to cover my ears. “Sorry,” she said.

      I didn’t wake up with the headaches. They came when I forced myself to study and remember.

      “Look, I know where you’re going with this. You think I read too much.”

      Books from Edgar’s collection were scattered across the kitchen table and I’d plowed through all of them. While only two dozen volumes, they were more advanced than any I’d ever laid my hands on. Ordinarily, I’d have figured through them without too much trouble, but so far, what was in them felt like spectacular fragments of refracting glass.

      “Those books won’t vanish. You need to give them a rest, lass.”

      “I can’t. Time is running out and I’m not finished because I keep forgetting.”

      “Is that why you are half frantic with them? Goodness! You can have the lot!”

      “I can?”

      “Edgar would want you to have them. His notebooks, too. Do you think I’ll ever make heads or tails out of ’em? Not a chance. I don’t need those dust collectors following me to Victoria.”

      Edgar had few belongings, and yet she was giving me the things he loved the most. The house lost its dreary gloom then. Its gray stones and dark woods became soft and enveloping, like a warm winter quilt.

      “That’s very…I promise I’ll take good care of them.”

      I looked away as my eyes blurred and ached. A different headache loomed behind them.

      “So, you’ll ease up since there’s no hurry?”

      “I’ll ease up.”

      I pressed my face to the window glass and peered through the drizzled pane into the muddy yard. A spring storm had settled over the island and the rain hadn’t let up for more than a few hours in almost a week. A drab figure crossed the yard, slicker flapping in the wind. Squinting into the downpour, he pulled open the door of the lighthouse and disappeared inside.

      “Perkins is checking the lantern again.”

      Mrs. Dalworth frowned. He was doing so in between the scheduled times she’d set out for him.

      “I suppose the lad needs something to do. We don’t need him underfoot in here with us, now do we?”

      “No, we do not. But it’s insubordination, if you ask me.”

      “You forget, I’m the temporary lighthouse keeper, not his naval officer. He doesn’t report to me.”

      “Still, you’re in charge here. He listens to what you say, and then goes and does whatever he wants.”

      “I’ll admit that gets on my nerves. But some would say he’s being responsible by doing more frequent checks in this weather. Going beyond the call of duty, even.”

      “That’s probably what he wants you to say when the time comes. I bet that’s why he does it.”

      Mrs. Dalworth studied the parchment calendar hanging on the wall behind the front door. A beautiful English garden scene had been hand-drawn and colored on it, with the months of 1860 laid out in neat, lettered boxes. It had been a gift Mr. Miller had sent to Mrs. Dalworth for “all of her kindness”, he’d written. She adored the gift. I figured the garden pictures reminded her of where she was born because she always got a little dewy-eyed when she looked at it. She stood in front of it often, as if the passing time kept catching her by surprise.

      “It’s April already,” she said, shoulders slumping.

      “Finally, you mean.”

      “I suppose that’s a better word, if one can’t wait to get off this island.”

      “Can’t wait, but must wait. I hope Brody…”

      “That’s Mr. Brody…”

      “…Mr. Brody brings news from California with the supplies. My December letters have worn mighty thin these last three months.”

      “Even the one from your friend Jake?”

      “That one in particular. He said nothing about anything. You’d think he was the one who smacked his head and knocked some screws loose.”

      “Well, I’d trade you that letter for the syrupy thing I got from the Colonial Ladies’ Circle in Victoria. Did I mention they’ve invited me to join them again when I return to town this summer?”

      “How do they know you’re going back?”

      “Word travels fast through the grapevine.”

      “The grapevine?”

      “Gossip and talk. That ladies’ circle can move news faster than one of those new-fangled telegraph machines.”

      Edgar had notes on the codes used with that invention. For a moment, I lost myself trying to figure out which of his notebooks I’d read it in. I couldn’t recall, but realized I’d at least remembered reading about it. That was a good sign.

      “Will you give the ladies’ circle another try, then?”

      “If Edgar was still with me, I wouldn’t touch them with a barge pole. But once you’re gone, I won’t know what to do with myself and won’t have anyone to talk to. So maybe. Oh, I don’t know.”

      Her voice quivered. Was she saying she’d miss me when I was gone? I’d been so ornery all winter, I thought she’d be glad to be rid of me.

      “I know! You should come to California!”

      Mrs. Dalworth turned in surprise.

      “California! And what in heaven’s name would I do there?”

      “Make a fresh start. You’re good at lots of things. Besides, they want people to come. And it wouldn’t rain all the time.”

      “I don’t mind the rain. Rain reminds me of England.”

      We both stared out the window at the drizzle. It was a stretch to see it as an attractive quality.

      “And Edgar is here,” she said.

      I could have sworn the clock skipped a tick at that moment. Edgar. Of course, she couldn’t go away, particularly somewhere far away, and leave her late husband behind in an unmarked, make-shift wilderness grave.

      Mr. Jones got up from the hearth. He strolled over to his empty breakfast dish, nails clicking across the wood floor. He sniffed it to be sure no new morsels had arrived, and then drank noisily from his water bowl.

      “Do you think Mr. Jones is ready to go with you to California?”

      When I was going to leave in the fall, Mr. Jones had run off to Clamity Cove, to the place where his friend Kuno had died aboard the sunken Salish Wind.

      “I tried to set the record right, but I failed. He knows it’s over now.”

      “You didn’t fail, Charlee. The matter was out of your hands.”

      Mr. Jones looked at me with sad eyes, his disappointment heavy as my own. Still wearing Kuno’s yellow bandana, he shuffled back to the warmth of the hearth and curled up in his favorite spot. He would leave with me for California this time. I knew he would. But I wondered if it was wrong of me to take him.
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      Seconds before three o’clock that same afternoon, two sharp raps came upon the cottage door. Mr. Jones growled.

      “The man is like clockwork. I’ll give him that,” Mrs. Dalworth muttered as she hurried a tray of dishes to the table. I followed with a warm pan of apple crisp. “Come in!” she called out, while setting teacups on matching saucers.

      At least Perkins had the manners to wait for an invitation. A chilly wind gusted in when he entered, and he pressed the door shut behind him. Mr. Jones, having recognized the intruder and given him an indifferent pass, returned to his warm spot by the fire.

      “Good afternoon, ladies,” Perkins said, as he did every day at teatime.

      The clock on the mantle chimed as he placed his boots in the puddle catcher beneath the coat rack. He removed his dripping rain slicker, corralled it into neat folds lengthwise, and hung it on a hook by the door.

      “Rain letting up yet?” Mrs. Dalworth enquired, even though the answer was obvious with a glance out any window. Adults like to warm up conversation with small talk about the weather when there isn’t anything new or interesting to say.

      “Not yet. Looks like a break over to the east, though. Figure it’ll let up by suppertime.”

      “Let’s hope it clears soon so the supply boat can make it out to us. I’m afraid it’s baked beans again tonight.”

      If Perkins didn’t like the idea of beans for dinner, he didn’t show it. I was used to scarcity, so it didn’t bother me a bit. But Mrs. Dalworth took pride in her cooking. She fed us as if we were both house guests and wasn’t happy unless she could provide a well-rounded, satisfying meal with a wholesome dessert.

      The British Navy had assigned Archibald Perkins to assist Mrs. Dalworth at the lighthouse in the fall of last year. I’d already decided to stay on the island to help her while I was waiting for the shipwreck investigation to get underway in Fort Victoria. But according to the government, womenfolk can’t manage a lighthouse on their own. So, we got Able Seaman Perkins, an earnest young man with the habit of lining up dishes and utensils to form perfect geometric patterns in front of him on the table. To amuse myself, I’d set the table and place something crooked or in an unusual spot. Then I’d watch him go through his routine, correcting placements and spacings. I suppose there are worse habits a man could have. That’s what Mrs. Dalworth said when she caught me loosening the cap on the salt shaker by half a turn. “Don’t torture the poor fellow, Charlee,” she’d said sternly. On the bright side, we didn’t have to serve him hand and foot, or do anything for him other than feed him meals. The government had been generous with food stores because of him, so it wasn’t all bad. He’d set up separate sleeping quarters in an outbuilding attached to the main house, and kept to himself. He only came into the main house to eat, and when the weather turned particularly cold and ugly.

      Perkins washed his hands in the basin by the door, first soaping his left hand up to the wrist, then the right one just the same. Four soapy revolutions of both, a quick brushing of each set of nails, and two rinses followed. Then he shook the water from both hands over the basin and reached for the hand towel. His routine was the same every single day. It occurred to me that island madness might happen in two ways. First, it might make a person a slave to mindless routines, in some effort to keep life meaningful. Second, it might make a person notice every little daily detail, as if it were an important event, when it wasn’t. I was suffering from the second affliction more than I cared to admit. My eyes tracked his every move, waiting for some unfamiliar gesture to appear. Nothing was out of the ordinary. All of it got on my nerves.

      “Have a seat, Mr. Perkins,” Mrs. Dalworth said, lips pursed into what I now recognized as a polite smile.

      She gathered up our playing cards, but rather than putting them away, she placed the deck smack in the middle of the table like some kind of grog house centerpiece. Perkins couldn’t help but notice the display as he settled into his usual chair at the table.

      “You ladies are playing cards now?” he said, a goofy grin scrunching up his freckled nose.

      Now we had something to talk about. He rolled his sleeves down over thick forearms and fastened the buttons on his cuffs, first left and then right.

      “Charlee’s teaching me poker,” Mrs. Dalworth replied.

      He smirked. “Well, that’ll be good for a few laughs.”

      My hands tightened around the back of the chair across from him.

      “And why is that?” I said.

      “Now, Charlee…”

      “No, I’d like to know what he means. Explain what you mean, Mr. Perkins.”

      “It’s a man’s game. Requires sharp thinking and clever strategy.”

      I leaned on my palms and stretched across the table at him. “Ah! I gather you don’t play then.”

      “On the contrary, I play rather well,” he said, missing the three-pronged insult I’d thrown at him. “In fact, I’m one of the best in my crew.”

      “You don’t say! You must be destined for success in naval service. Don’t you agree, Mrs. Dalworth? A quick mind like that? The absolute grasp of complex maneuvers. Oh, my! What a fine candidate for a future officer!”

      Mrs. Dalworth shot a warning look at me from behind Perkin’s back as she brought the teapot to the table. She hadn’t missed a drop of my sarcasm, even if all of it had missed Perkins by a country mile.

      “I’m new to the navy, so I must complete my general service first. But I’ll admit, they do fancy me as a future leader. Running the lighthouse for the winter will look exceptional on my record, I’m told.”

      Running the lighthouse? The arrogance and nerve!

      Mrs. Dalworth caught my arm and squeezed it. “Yes, your timely help at the lighthouse will be quite a feather in your cap,” she said sweetly. Perkins looked pleased. I fumed.

      “We’d have managed fine without you,” I said, refusing to let him swoon in his imaginary greatness. What I said wasn’t true. He had been quite useful. Barrels of whale oil were back-breaking and when I first arrived at the lighthouse, I was in no shape to do much of anything. Still, there was no way I’d give Perkins more credit than he was due. Mrs. Dalworth changed the subject before I could take another run at him.

      “Mr. Perkins, how was the lantern after lunch? The wick on the far side seemed weak this morning.”

      “Indeed, it was. I trimmed it and it’s performing well again,” he replied, oblivious to the daggers I stabbed into his head with my eyes. I dropped into my chair across from him. You can’t fight with someone who doesn’t notice the battle.

      After tea, when Perkins had returned to his quarters and we’d finished our chores, we returned to our game at the table. I said to Mrs. Dalworth, “I’m going to play poker with him and make him swallow his words.”

      She glanced at me sideways. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. If he’s as good as he says, you may not win. But then, it’s only luck anyway, isn’t it?”

      “If I had to rely on luck over the past year, I wouldn’t be alive. It’s hard work that makes luck happen. He’s blind with overconfidence.”

      “Nonetheless. If his weakness is overconfidence, yours is impulsiveness. You’ll have to manage that. Otherwise, you’ll forever face unnecessary hardship.”

      “I didn’t bring any of this on myself.”

      “Didn’t you? What were you doing on the Salish Wind then? Taking a sailing vacation?”

      “I sailed north to claim gold shares,” I replied, proving her point. The gold mine didn’t exist, the shares were worthless, and it had been a near-fatal trip.

      Mrs. Dalworth smiled as she shuffled the cards for another game. The rounds weren’t much fun, as she had no concept of the bluff and was slow as molasses when it was her turn. But she was doing her best, and it gave us both something to do while the rain continued.

      “Edgar said that for one to be good at poker, one has to weigh all consequences, make concessions and tolerate deception.”

      “Really.”

      It impressed me that Edgar even knew the game. Having spent so much time with his notebooks, I felt like I’d gotten to know him. I hadn’t taken him for a card player, but since he must have been, of course he’d see the mental side of the game.

      “My Uncle Jack believed you have to listen to your gut. He said you gotta go with the feeling and sometimes stick your neck out on hunches to make the greatest gains.”

      “From what you’ve told me, his way didn’t work out.”

      “You mean how he nearly got me killed?”

      “I was thinking more about his get rich quick scheme…”

      “Oh yeah. The one I fell for, like all the other fools.”

      I tossed a penny into the pot. “I call.”

      Mrs. Dalworth peeked over her cards, forehead wrinkled. I knew she had something in her hand. When she’d drawn her last card, her face lit up. But the odds that one card had turned into something big were slim.

      “What’s your opinion, then? Who’s right? Edgar or your uncle?” She laid her cards on the table with pride. “A pair o’ Queens.”

      “I think both are right. Head and hunch go hand in hand. But the best advice? Know your opponent.” I laid my cards down. “Three of a kind beats a pair.”
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      The report of a rifle rang out across the rocks of Anguish Point. A flock of at least a hundred geese honked and flapped as they took to the air. They swung low under the overcast sky, circled around, and coasted down to the northwest end of the field, away from the source of the disturbance.

      Mrs. Dalworth and I were hanging out the wash in the stiff morning breeze. Although the rain had stopped, the supply boat could not come until the wind let up and the ocean settled. I blew on my icy hands, shoved them into my pockets, and looked out across the field at Perkins.

      “Did he get one?” Mrs. Dalworth asked, pegging a shirt to the line and squinting into the distance.

      “No. He’d have done better with his eyes closed. If you had your heart set on roasting an Easter goose, you should have sent me.”

      “Now Charlee…”

      “It’s true. He said it himself. He grew up with shotguns. You don’t learn good aim when you’re spraying lead in the general direction of a target.”

      “He’ll figure it out.”

      A second shot rang out. The flock rose and descended farther away.

      “By the time he does, they’ll be gone and you’ll be out of ammo.”

      I dropped a wet shirt in the basket and stomped off through the muddy yard. Mr. Jones, bored with my domestic duties, jumped up and followed, eager for whatever adventure I’d decided upon.

      Perkins stood in the middle of the empty field, fumbling with a box of cartridges, the breech-loading chamber of Mrs. Dalworth’s rifle gaping open.

      “My turn,” I said to him, hands outstretched. He held the gun away from me in protest, but I wasn’t in the mood to hear him tell me why girls couldn’t shoot. “If you’d like something other than beans for supper, hand it over.”

      He shoved the rifle at me with disdain. I took a bullet from his open box.

      “Only one?” he snickered. “You figure you’re that good?”

      I walked away from him before the urge to clock him with the barrel got the better of me. Part way down the field, I kneeled by a large boulder. Mr. Jones leaned into me and we studied the resting flock, nibbling away on the early grasses.

      “Circle down to the other end, Mr. Jones. I’ll let you know when to stir ’em up.”

      Mr. Jones trotted off with an air of importance. I loaded the chamber of the rifle and braced myself against the rock. At the end of the field, Mr. Jones assumed a proud stance away from the birds and waited for his signal. I whistled, and he sped around the far edge of the flock, scattering them into the sky in my direction. Fifty or more would pass right above me. Breathe, Charlee, I could hear Papa whisper. Mind the wind, the direction of flight.

      A warmth flowed through my body into my hands. As the geese flew over, I set my sights on one in the middle, flying steady and smooth, adjusted my aim for its speed and direction, and squeezed the trigger. The gun kicked back into my shoulder as the shot fired. The goose lurched and tumbled to the ground, oblivious to its mortal injury. I lowered my head and said a few words Papa had taught me, to honor its life and the food it would provide for the three of us. Hunting was part of life when I was a child on our homestead. Learn to shoot or go hungry and become the hunted.

      Perkins joined me as I made certain the bird was dead.

      “Right through the neck. That was lucky.”

      “It’s not luck.”

      “I mean, most girls…”

      I cut him off. “You should know by now, Mr. Perkins, that I’m not most girls. Also, if you hadn’t noticed, girls can do hard things.”

      “I’ll give you that. First you whip me at poker, and now this.”

      I’d played him at poker, as I pledged I would. He was a good player and took a couple of games, but then I started tracking cards and estimating odds. The memory of how to do that had appeared out of nowhere. He was no match for my system.

      “Card-sharking crack shooter, that’s what you are,” he added, paying me an unheard-of compliment.

      My knees felt weak and black bubbles danced in front of my eyes. I stuck the rifle into the ground like a crutch and bent over it.

      “Miss. Are you okay?” His faint voice reached through the ringing in my ears and I felt his alarm.

      “I’m fine,” I said, straightening up too fast and tipping sideways. He caught me and I stared at his hand on my arm like it had scorched my sleeve.

      “No, you’re not.”

      “Yes, I am. I’m fine.” I pulled my arm away, ready to argue with him.

      “Then let me take care of the bird and the gun.” He pried the rifle from my hands. As I walked away, he added, “That was a helluva shot.”

      Mr. Jones and I picked our way back to the yard, where the wash line was almost full.

      “You got one,” said Mrs. Dalworth. “You don’t seem very happy.”

      “I guess I’m not.”

      “There was a girl I met in the fall who might have crowed for the rest of the day, having shown that young navy whippersnapper how it’s done.”

      “I know. That’s not it. I knew how to shoot that goose and didn’t have to think about it.”

      “Maybe that’s the secret.”

      “There’s more. Right after, unanswered questions about the shipwreck filled my head and I felt sick. Like, all I can think of right now is why those pirates didn’t use guns when they raided the Salish Wind? No one fired a shot. They used knives. Why? And how come the Salish Wind didn’t fire on them when they came alongside and attacked? We had guns on board. Not good ones, but we had guns.”

      “Oh, Charlee. We’ve talked about this. You said the Captain wouldn’t take up arms, and you figured they used a stealth approach so navy ships in the area wouldn’t hear gunfire and come looking.”

      “I said that? See, this is what I mean. I go over and over things around that shipwreck and nothing sticks in my memory or gets sorted out. I go around and around.”

      “You’ve sorted out most of it, even if we’re the only two who know the complete story. But lately, you’ve been trying to remember things you never knew.”

      “What?”

      “There’s a difference. Between what you know, and what you never knew.”

      I mulled that over for quite a spell. If true, this was much worse than I’d imagined. Messing up the things I remembered was bad enough. But had I made up things that didn’t happen?

      “You don’t believe me! Is that what you're saying?”

      “That’s not what I’m saying at all. Of course, I believe you! I remember everything you’ve told me and one thing I know for sure is the details are the same every single time you bring them up, even when you forget them.”

      “They are?”

      “Exactly the same.” Mrs. Dalworth went on. “Give it some room. What’s there is hiding from you but not lost. Your sharpshooting just proved it so.”

      We watched Perkins take the dead goose into the shed. For all of his dumb ideas about girls and women, he wasn’t a moody, grudge-carrying sort of fellow. His disposition was the same, day in and day out. But today, he’d shown something new. He had been almost friendly, appreciative even. For the first time in six months, if only for a few minutes, he’d seen me as an equal.
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        * * *

      

      After a dinner of roast goose and potatoes, Perkins stuck around longer than usual and helped clear away the dishes.

      “I can do that, miss,” he said to me as I lifted the roasting tray and prepared to empty goose fat into a tin can.

      This was also new, him calling me “Miss”. I liked it better when he didn’t call me anything and didn’t acknowledge me.

      I frowned. “You can call me Charlee. ‘Miss’ sounds weird.”

      “All right. Then you must call me Archie.” He stretched out his hand to me, like we’d just met. I took his hand, rough and calloused, and shook it.

      “Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

      Perkins laughed. “The pleasure is mine.”

      Mrs. Dalworth gawked at us with amusement, and I rolled my eyes at her.

      With supper cleaned up and Perkins retired to his quarters, Mrs. Dalworth and I settled into our usual chairs by the fire.

      “You know, Archie is only twenty.”

      “Don’t start with that.”

      “Well, he’s loosening up around you. You ought to give him a chance.”

      “A chance at what?”

      “To be friendly.”

      “We’re friendly enough. Civil, I’d even say.”

      “I think maybe he fancies you a little.”

      “Eeew.” But the thought had crossed my mind when he was nice to me after so many months of treating me like I was invisible. “Thankfully, I’m leaving soon and will never see him again.”

      “Well, there is that. Besides, you have your clever fellow waiting back in San Francisco.”

      “You mean Jake? He’s not my fellow. He’s my best friend. We grew up together.”

      “Seems to me you are mighty fond of each other.”

      “Of course. But it’s not like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like, you know, all mooshy and goo-goo-eyed and stuff.”

      “That’s quite a description. I don’t think I’m familiar with those words.”

      “You know what I mean. All lovey dovey.”

      “Ah! Where did you get it in your head that being in love is something bad?”

      “I don’t think it’s bad.”

      “Mooshy and goo-goo-eyed aren’t exactly flattering. Who’ve you seen in love like that?”

      I thought for a moment. “Mr. Miller, Jake’s father.”

      “And?”

      “He’d practically lose his mind around The Missus. That’s what we hired help called his second wife, Jake’s stepmother. She’s gorgeous, absolutely stunning in fact, but she’s also a mean and horrible person. He couldn’t see it.”

      “What about me?”

      “You?”

      “Am I mooshy and goo-goo-eyed over Edgar?”

      “No.”

      “Yet I loved him with all my heart and still do.”

      Their love was different. More like the kind between Papa and Mizzy, even though they had to hide their love from everyone because of stupid prejudice. Mrs. Dalworth got up and added a couple of logs to the dying fire.

      “I get why you loved him. I can tell from his books he was thoughtful and kind, a very interesting man.”

      She settled back into her rocking chair, wiped a tear from her cheek, and managed a sad smile.

      “I hope you find love like ours one day. Promise me you won’t settle for anything less.”

      “I promise. But how will I know?”

      “Oh, you’ll know.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Charlee! The boat’s coming!”

      Mrs. Dalworth stood on the front porch overlooking the waters of Fuca Strait. Moments earlier, she’d stepped outside into the overcast April morning to empty a pan of gray dishwater from breakfast. I dropped my pencil on my books and ran outside.

      Perkins had seen the boat coming, too. He was across the yard before Mrs. Dalworth could pull her boots on. Without looking to her for direction, he picked his way down the steep path, oblivious to the treachery of the slope, still muddy from two weeks of rain.

      “Hmph,” she said. She’d told him over breakfast that she’d greet the supply boat.

      “Perkins is half billy goat,” I said. “He’s just missing a set of horns.”

      I poked Mrs. Dalworth in the shoulder. Her scowl relaxed, and she chuckled.

      “Oh, we’ve both seen his horns come out. He doesn’t enjoy being told what to do, but I’m still boss around here until they drag me off.”

      Mr. Brody and the supply boat had made it out to Deception Island, ten days later than expected. The supply boat came every three months, give or take a week, weather permitting. They brought the barrels of oil needed for the lighthouse lamp and basic goods needed for the lightkeeper assigned to the post. In the fall and winter, bad weather or storms often delayed deliveries. We’d last seen them on the second day of January, when a stretch of clear, crisp weather had provided a window for their year-end run out to Deception Island.

      The supply boat chugged its way into the tiny protected cove on the eastern shore. It was the last friendly spot for a boat to approach the rugged island. In pleasant weather, and with the light of day to navigate the gamut of hazards below the waterline, it was a pretty little cove and an easy venture. But when the weather was poor, nobody dared approach. Underwater rocks fiercely protected every part of the island, reaching well out into the strait. It was as if the beauty of the place lured sailors to her and then she made them pay for their desires. Or an experienced mariner, like the foolish captain of the Salish Wind, would think he could handle the island domain with his elegant maps and shiny instruments. Deception Island had taught him a terrible lesson. I’d seen that with my own eyes.

      “Still a bit of a gamble coming out today,” Mrs. Dalworth said as we made our way down the path to the top of the cliff, “but I’m happy to see them.”

      None of us expected the boat to come, since afternoon gusts had churned the waters of the strait into a frothy green. But in the morning, the sky was a tedious, flat gray in every direction and the sea was calm. That was how fast conditions changed on this difficult coastline.

      “I hope they’ve brought mail. I’m dying for news from home.”

      “Yes, from home,” she repeated, and I realized I’d never called California my home before.
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        * * *

      

      Brody brought much-needed supplies and a handful of correspondence for all of us. Mrs. Dalworth showed her usual hospitality, inviting Brody up to the house for fresh coffee and biscuits, but after a concerned glance at the weather vane in the yard, he declined. Mrs. Dalworth seemed relieved. She didn’t linger to watch him board the supply boat and leave, and returned to the house without saying a word. Settling at the kitchen table, she reviewed the papers delivered to her concerning her upcoming replacement.

      I plunked myself down across from her. I’d finished reading my three letters minutes after Brody had handed them to me—a warm and cheery greeting from Mizzy, a formal note from Mr. Miller regarding my return to San Francisco, and a short, uninspired letter from Jake, which I’d saved for last.

      Jake Miller was the oldest Miller boy and my best friend. Before Mr. Miller remarried and had more children, we were the only two on the ranch. We did everything together in those days. So, I looked forward to his letter the most, and it left me slumped in a chair with disappointment. I read it through a few more times, hoping to find something I’d missed, but it wasn’t more than a few lame paragraphs. He didn’t even take the time to write in the usual double-meaning style we always used in our notes and correspondence.

      “What’s the matter with you, Jake?” I muttered.

      “What’s that, lass?”

      “Nothing. This letter from Jake is odd.”

      She laid her smudged glasses on her papers and got up from the table. “What’s it say then?”

      “Well, it doesn’t say anything. That’s the problem. It’s simple and boring. Not even a full page. It’s not like Jake at all.”

      “Read me an example and I’ll give you my opinion.”

      I looked over the letter and chose a section. “He says some stuff about going home to the ranch and how it’s not like it was before, and that his boarding house isn’t any better because all the fellows are younger than him now.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “The boys his age moved on and a younger bunch arrived last fall.”

      “Maybe he’s restless. Boys get restless when they’re becoming men.”

      “Maybe.” I wasn’t convinced.

      Jake had become moodier in recent years. He was almost seventeen and very different from the boy I’d left behind on the ranch almost two years earlier. But it seemed there was more going on that he wasn’t saying. There was a strange comment about missing his one best friend, but I didn’t mention that to Mrs. Dalworth because I wasn’t sure if he meant me or one of his former classmates. I picked a safer section to share with her.

      “Here’s another. He says, ‘much has happened since the fall, far too much to write about here…I’ll tell you more when you get back. I expect you’ll have the details of your journey soon. Father doesn’t tell me much these days.’”

      “Oooh. He definitely sounds out of sorts there,” Mrs. Dalworth said.

      “Out of sorts? I’ve been here all winter, stuck on this miserable island, and he’s out of sorts?”

      “Now, lass. You don’t know what’s gone on with him since you’ve been away. Why isn’t his father talking to him, though? He doesn’t know what his father wrote to you? That’s a clue if I ever heard one.”

      I considered her point for a moment and then dismissed it. “He’s got everything going for him. I can’t imagine anything bad has happened.”

      “Have you forgotten he thought you were dead? He may have felt responsible.”

      “Responsible?” I snorted. “I doubt it.”

      When I’d lived in San Francisco, starving in the custody of my Uncle Jack, the Millers didn’t check up on me. They assumed I was making out fine.

      Mrs. Dalworth didn’t acknowledge my complaints. She’d returned to her own letter. With her glasses back on, she tipped her head back and moved the page away to focus. I watched her lips move over the words. From her pinched brow, I could tell she didn’t like what she was reading. She let the paper fall from her hand and left the table.

      “Bad news?” I said, after she’d donned her apron and banged a couple of drawers and cupboard doors in the kitchen.

      “Depends on whose news it is, I suppose. Not good news for me.”

      I had noticed an official wax seal on the envelope. “It’s from the government?”

      “Yes. They’re booting me off the island. They’ve hired a new lightkeeper. A man with a wife and two sons to help.”

      “Well, that’s not a surprise. They told you that’s what they aimed to do.”

      “He takes over end of June.”

      “Oh. That’s real soon. So where will you go?”

      “Victoria. Says in the letter, the government is providing me with a modest accommodation, in appreciation of Edgar’s service.”

      “That doesn’t sound so bad.”

      “What am I going to do in Victoria??”

      Wiping her hands on a kitchen towel, she stared at the floor as though Edgar had been laid to rest beneath it.

      “They want to give him a proper burial. In the city.”

      A black pit opened in the bottom of my belly and I clutched the edge of the table. I’d buried him in the clearing and they would need me to show them where.

      “Is that what you want?”

      “I don’t know,” she snapped, and I sat back, a little startled.

      Mr. Jones jumped into my lap. He’d never heard Mrs. Dalworth raise her voice.

      She shook her head and sighed. “I’m sorry. It’s a lot.”

      “It’s all right.”

      I was all too familiar with having others decide things for me. It was something I’d complained about to Mrs. Dalworth many times over. To see it happen to her, though, a grown woman who could handle tough situations with one arm tied behind her back, that took all the wind from my sails.

      “They didn’t ask me. They’ve made plans for me and for Edgar and they didn’t even talk to me about what I want. How do they know I want to stay in Victoria? I don’t even know that. And I don’t know if I want them to dig him up.”

      Mrs. Dalworth could take her forced retirement in stride. She knew she was going to be replaced after Edgar’s death. But this business was personal. They were arranging her life. She hung her kitchen towel to dry and returned to the table.

      “What are you going to do?”

      Her hands trembled as she straightened the edge of the tablecloth.

      “I need you to take me to him. Before they come with their shovels.”

      I shot to my feet.

      “No. It’s too hard, too much climbing, even with two good legs.”

      “My hip isn’t that bad. You’ve seen. I go up and down the steep lighthouse stairs several times a day.”

      “But you can’t leave the lighthouse.”

      “Mr. Perkins can handle it for a day.”

      Mrs. Dalworth was prepared to risk everything to see him. Trekking all the way to the clearing? Scrabbling over slippery rocks and steep bluffs? What if something happened?

      “It’s too risky.” I meant too risky for her.

      As if she read my thoughts, she said, “If something happens, you can fetch Mr. Perkins for help. But I assure you, I can make it and I will.”

      “We may not have the chance before I have to leave. We’ll have to wait for a good spring day, for dry ground and clear skies.”

      “Now you are sounding like me,” she smiled. “Sensible.”

      “What if we have to spend the night? You must be ready for anything.”

      “I’ll manage with your help, but I have to visit Edgar’s grave.”
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      I did my best to discourage Mrs. Dalworth from attempting the hike to the clearing, but she wouldn’t listen to reason, and there was no talking her out of it. Before I left the island for good, she had to know where Edgar was buried. I found it hard to argue with her decision because if I were in her shoes, I would have wanted the same thing. I agreed to take her, but only if the weather was favorable.

      The next morning, the weather vane in the yard was still, and the sky was bright blue. Mr. Jones took his morning nap on the porch, where the sun had dried and warmed the boards. Mrs. Dalworth pointed out that a trek the next day looked promising. Instant dread crawled up my spine. After lunch, when I could slip away, Mr. Jones and I wandered around the rocky point by the lighthouse so we could discuss the matter in private.

      I did all the talking, which was a lot of complaining about the risks and responsibilities of taking Mrs. Dalworth to the clearing. After I finished venting, Mr. Jones suggested I might be making excuses because I was afraid of facing some things. I told him that was ridiculous, but then stewed on that for a good while. He was right, of course. I’d said nothing about the horror of having found and buried the unknown dead man, who turned out to be her missing husband. I had to get past my own feelings and apprehensions.

      Papa told me about the city men who’d come to the northern territories long before I was born. Unfamiliar with riding horses, they were ill-prepared for the wilderness, yet determined to pursue their explorations and suffer through whatever happened. Papa was a Hudson’s Bay Company guide in those days, and it was his job to keep the men safe and take them where they wanted to go. I thought about what Papa would do in my situation. He wouldn’t avoid something because it was hard. He also wouldn’t let his worries get in the way. I figured since Mrs. Dalworth had asked me to be her guide, I should honor her request and prepare as best as I could.

      Later that evening, under clear skies and twinkling stars, we decided to go the next morning. I packed the gear while Mrs. Dalworth spoke to Perkins of our intentions, so we could turn in and get enough rest for an early start. Although I’d considered every circumstance we might encounter, the prospect of the trek kept me awake.

      This wasn’t my first sleepless night. I had a lot of them since arriving at the lighthouse. Sometimes I’d sink my empty, aching head into my pillow and puzzle over what my life had become. Other times, I'd toss around, wide-eyed and nervous, as if I were doomed to relive every single awful day over and over again. This night was different.

      The ceiling flickered orange and yellow from the glow of the dying fire. As I stared at the grains in the wood, a map of the island appeared. Then the trails emerged, showing every twist and turn of our upcoming hike. I blinked at the vivid image, but it didn’t go away. I caught my breath as the little map expanded into an epic topography of America, with my entire life journey marked upon it.

      Born in the Red River Valley, I moved west to the Willamette Valley in Oregon when I was too young to remember, and then to a bush homestead with Papa somewhere out in the sticks after Mama died. I couldn’t remember much from those days except we were alone, and it was hard living. When I was six, Papa rode us to Sonoma, California, where we started a new life working for a wealthy landowner by the name of John Miller. Pictures and places from the passing years scrolled by on the ceiling above me.

      Jake Miller lost his mother on the wagon train coming west, but his father had struck it rich with gold and bought up a big ranch. He was Mr. Miller’s only son, and only a year and a bit older than me, with hair that changed color with his moods and eyes like green pond water. Since we were the only two kids for miles, we became best friends. I taught him all kinds of things I’d learned while living on the homestead. I had a knack for anything to do with numbers. He taught me to read, shared his school lessons and brought me fascinating books from his father’s library. One day, Mr. Miller decided I should learn from the teacher that came to the ranch for Jake.

      A black leather cover of an old book appeared in front of my eyes, one that Jake had brought me just before I’d left. It was about a fellow named Odysseus who couldn’t get home for ten whole years because he’d gone off to fight in an awful war. When the war ended, he was far from home, and bad things kept happening to him. My journey since leaving the ranch felt like that, even though I had only been gone about two years. What if it took me eight more to get back? I could run into more trouble, just like Odysseus did. I couldn’t take anything for granted, that’s what I knew. And I wasn’t even sure Sonoma was my home anymore.

      A remaining piece of wood on the fire ignited, and the ceiling brightened. There I was in a buggy with Uncle Jack, leaving the Miller ranch in August 1859, only days after my papa had died. Bernadette Miller, Jake’s sister from his father’s second marriage, had fallen into the corral of a wild stallion, and Papa had gone in after her to save her from being trampled. He’d saved her life, but a freak accident had happened. The terrified stallion knocked him sideways. Papa struck his head on a fence post, and he never woke up again.

      I’d just turned fourteen, and all I had left was Mizzy Jefferson. She was cook on the Miller ranch, and she loved me and my papa. Mizzy raised me like her own from the time I arrived. She and her brother, Amos, had run from slavery in the south and Mr. Miller somehow got them free and working for him in California. On the ranch, everybody called her “Miss Molly”. But before I left San Francisco last summer, she told me Mizzy was her real name, and she was claiming it back. I don’t know the whole story, but Jake said they were among very few that ran and got out alive. Mizzy and Amos won’t talk about any of it anymore.

      My one known blood relative—Papa’s older brother Jack—appeared out of nowhere to claim me when he found out his brother had passed. He led everyone to believe he was well-to-do and living in a luxurious mansion in the city. Turns out he’d gambled his fortune away, and took to the drink when he became destitute. Since Papa didn’t leave him money, he put me to work, but I refused to gamble. I lived for a year with him in rough tenement houses, posing
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