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      At eighteen, Scout Swift ran away from home with a charming swindler. Now, twelve years later, she’s ready to return to Maine to fulfill her late mother’s dream of visiting all the lighthouses in New England. Alone.

      Or so she thinks.

      Before leaving, Scout discovers a pregnant teenager hiding behind stacks of bird seed at her workplace. The desperate young woman begs to be taken along on Scout's trip. As they explore the coastal lighthouses, the two soon develop an unexpected bond.

      Upon their arrival in Maine, Scout tries to reconcile with her estranged father and help her stubborn young friend find her family. But when Scout’s middle school crush attempts to help her heal old hurts, can she find the courage to explore the true meaning of home and healing, before she loses her chance at both?
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        There’s no life lesson you can’t learn in a Walmart.

      

        

      
        ~ SCOUT SWIFT’S JOURNAL

      

      

      

      I learned what kind of a person I wanted to be in Walmart. Right there, in between the first-aid and shampoo aisles. Past the diabetic supplies and through the half door that small children can’t help pressing against despite the bold STOP sign at their eye level. In many ways, behind that pharmacy counter is where it all began.

      And where it all ended.

      I work my spatula over the counting tray, sweeping tiny white pills into the dish.

      Five, ten, fifteen, twenty.

      Lisinopril. A maintenance drug—something a patient took every day—to stabilize high blood pressure.

      Most of our maintenance drugs surround the health of the heart. A person has to take care of the heart. It’s pretty important. And we all know how fragile it can be.

      “Can I have some help on the register, Scout?” Sherry calls out to me from the front counter.

      Yes, my name is actually Scout. As in To Kill a Mockingbird.

      My mom was a huge fan of literature, and my dad only disagreed with her about one thing—and it wasn’t my name. Though I thought about changing my name more than once, even entertained changing it to Jean Louise to appease Mom and give myself the semblance of a normal designation, I never did. Turns out I actually like the name Scout better than Jean Louise, and after Mom died . . . well, I didn’t have the heart to change the one thing she gave me that’s supposed to stick all my life.

      “Be right there.” I finish counting out the pills, dump the tablets from the tray into the orange prescription bottle, cap it, and peel the label from the printer to place on the bottle. I pride myself on straight labels. Those suckers can be stubborn to put on right, but I like them neat and straight. Just as much as I like my counting tray clean. And the disinfectant wipes and Purell handy. But while I do like neat labels on pill bottles, I don’t always like them on people, which is why I don’t claim the label of OCD slapped on me ten years ago by some doctor.

      Yes, I like things a certain way. And no, I don’t like germs. But it’s a minor thing to live with—not a major inconvenience that needs a label. Pill bottles . . . now those need labels. People who like shoes in their closet lined up neatly from heel to toe—they don’t.

      I hang the pill bag on the rack beside Elise, the pharmacist, and walk around the worktable to the customer counter, my face warming at the sight of the next patron in line. The only patron in line.

      “I am going to kill you,” I whisper to Sherry as I pass.

      She laughs. For a spunky single mom who’s worked the pharmacy since I was a ten-year-old living blissfully on the coast of Maine, she has a wicked sense of humor.

      “Hey, Tom. Picking up?”

      Handsome and well-built with a curly head of dark hair, the girls often joke that he has a crush on me. I suppose the feeling is mutual. But after all these years of him coming to get his cholesterol pills, he’s never asked me out. I’d long ago accepted we aren’t meant to be, simply chalked it up to the “not going anywhere” relationship column, which was just about all my romantic relationships. There was another column, of course. The “stole my hope” column. But that list held only one name, and I vowed he would remain alone there forever.

      Tom smiles, his dark eyes resting on me. “Sure am.” He gives me his date of birth, as if I don’t already know it. I punch in the information, wondering for the hundredth time why this thirty-five-year-old Greek god doesn’t have a wife or girlfriend. Does he have some untreatable, horrible personality disorder that he’s able to successfully hide for the five minutes I see him every month?

      I grab his medicine bag from alongside the hundreds of others behind me.

      “Getting nice out there. Done any hiking lately?” he asks.

      “I drove out to Beavertail the other day. Walked the rocks. It was beautiful.” While I’d checked the Rhode Island light off the list of lighthouses Mom and I had wanted to see a long time ago, I still enjoyed visiting a few times a year. Even if it was by myself. Even if knowing how much Mom would have liked it still caused pinpricks of bittersweet pain to trample my soul.

      “It’s gorgeous over there,” he says.

      And just as I think he’s about to suggest that we go together sometime, a blonde woman in a tasteful pantsuit that accentuates her figure walks up to Tom and slides her arm through his.

      He turns to her, gives her a smile I’ve never seen on him before. “Oh, hey, honey. Did they have our chips?”

      She holds up a package of grain-free hummus crisps. “Score.”

      Tom grins at me, must have mistaken my look of surprise for doubt over the credibility of hummus chips. “They’re actually amazing.”

      I laugh, a rigid, funny thing. I look at the register. “Twelve dollars and ninety-nine cents.”

      He inserts his bank card into the pin pad machine while the woman beside him ignores me, rambling on about where they should go for dinner that night.

      He takes the prescription bag I hand him, gives me a wink, and then they are both gone.

      “Scout . . . I am so sorry,” Sherry says.

      Truthfully, something deep inside me has come to terms with the fact that I will be alone forever. I like to think I’ve made peace with it. After almost thirty years, I should have. Maybe someday, I’ll believe it. Needing a man to feel complete is such an old-fashioned notion, isn’t it? Besides, nursing loneliness is preferable to nursing a wounded heart.

      I shake my head. “He could have at least done the courtesy of introducing me.” I elbow Sherry as she gives me a look of pity. “Hey, no worries. I never thought we’d actually get together.”

      “I did. You should have asked him out years ago.”

      I shake my head. “Not my style.”

      She pokes me in the arm, trying to lighten the mood. “Oh, you have some of that?”

      Only the presence of a familiar young man approaching the counter in a rush stops me from sticking my tongue out at her.

      I know his name because I carded him the first few times. He is twenty-two years old. Skinny, with pants that hang loose on his backside, a Bruins baseball cap slightly sideways on his head, and a familiar hollow, hungry look in his eyes. His name is Jaden. Jaden Hansen.

      I look behind him to his girlfriend, a dark-haired porcelain-skinned beauty. From the beginning, something didn’t measure up about the two of them. She seemed to have her act together. Almost, anyway—at least she didn’t show visible signs of needing a fix. And while she never approaches the counter, she often smiles timidly at me. Like now.

      I return the gesture.

      “Can I get a pack of 1CC needles?”

      I don’t like this part of my job. Initially, I wrestled with it. A lot. Massachusetts law says you don’t need a prescription for needles. You only need to be eighteen. And while I don’t like being an accomplice to illegal drug use, I also reason that clean needles are better than dirty needles, and I am only doing my job.

      I walk to the back of the pharmacy wall, grab a single pack of needles from the box of ten, and scan them into the register. “A dollar ninety-nine.”

      He counts out coins in his palms while I greet his girlfriend, still a few feet away. I gesture to her middle, where an obvious bump resides beneath her sundress. “When are you due?”

      She places her hands protectively over her belly. “August twenty-second.”

      “You know if it’s a boy or a girl?”

      She shakes her head. “We want to be surprised. Like it used to be way back before all the fancy ultrasounds and stuff.” She looks at her boyfriend with something akin to hope painted on her features, but he doesn’t notice. Instead, he transfers coins from his own shaking hands to mine.

      He grabs the receipt from the printer before I can, scoops up the needles from the counter. “I don’t need a bag.” He shoves the purchase into the pocket of his jeans and leaves with quick steps out the door of the main entrance, beside the pharmacy.

      The girl trails behind him, granting a small wave to me as she leaves.

      I exhale a long breath and return to the back of the pharmacy.

      “That poor baby,” Sherry says. “Going to be born addicted, going to wind up in the foster system in one month. Just watch.”

      I scoop up my handheld scanner and grab a pharmacy bag. The drug furosemide pops onto my screen. A water pill that aids the body in ridding itself of excess fluid and salt, thereby relieving the heart’s workload.

      “I think she’s clean,” I say, for some reason wanting the best for the pregnant girl in the sundress, wanting to believe I am right.

      “Yeah, and I’m a virgin,” Sherry says, making us chuckle.

      I finish filling the prescription and count a few more medications. I place a label on an inhaler, lining up the edges perfectly on the red-and-white box, when the sound of flip-flops slapping laminate comes from behind.

      “Help! Please help!”

      It’s the girl, the pregnant one in the sundress. I place the inhaler on the counting pod.

      “I called 911, but he’s not breathing. It’s never happened before like this . . . please, he’s in the parking lot.”

      My breaths quicken. I turn to Elise, the only one of us with medical letters behind her name. She can’t leave the pharmacy. “Can I take a Narcan?”

      “Scout . . .”

      “Please, Elise?”

      A life is a life. Had I not just put the needles into his hands? Minutes can count. I could get there before the ambulance.

      “You can’t take product off the shelves. The medics will be here fast.”

      I plead with my eyes, unspoken words between us.

      She sighs. “Go, then. But I’m in no way endorsing this.”

      I grab a Narcan off the shelf along with a pair of rubber gloves, pulling them on as I follow the running pregnant girl into the sunshine. She runs all the way to a beaten-down old camper on the side of the lot.

      I hesitate only a moment. The camper has been parked there for days. The girl runs up the two flimsy steps and disappears inside. I follow.

      It’s surprisingly neat and tidy within. Terribly outdated, but clean with a scent of lemon. I peel the Narcan package open. The man I’d just given the needles to lies unconscious on the floor, his skin and lips a bluish gray, a rattling in his throat. I place the tip of the nozzle up one of his nostrils, press firmly, then stand back, waiting.

      Nothing at first. The rattling weakens, then suddenly a sharp intake of breath, eyes wide open.

      I slump back in relief, the whine of sirens drawing closer as the young man stares vacantly at me, groggy and sluggish, but breathing steadily.

      The girl behind me is strangely quiet. She clutches her arms around her belly and hums softly to herself. I hop down the stairs of the camper and wave down the ambulance when it comes barreling into the lot. I update the EMT’s on the Narcan administration, then back away so they can do their work.

      When the ambulance takes him away, barely cognizant of his surroundings, I am left alone with the girl.

      “Can you call someone?”

      She nods. “I’ll be fine.”

      I shift my weight. A gentle breeze tugs at my bright blue Walmart smock. I want to get back inside the building, away from this mess. “You sure?”

      Her dark ponytail bobs with her nod of determination. I can practically feel the shame oozing out of her. “Thank you,” she whispers.

      I reach out and squeeze her arm—wanting to comfort, but unable to find the words to do so.

      The muscles beneath her arm grow tight, and I snatch my hand away. “I’m sorry,” I mutter. “Let me know if there’s anything I can do, okay? My name’s Scout.” Such a paltry offering, my name—something she probably already knew from my blue and white name badge.

      I go to leave, almost missing the small voice behind me. I turn. “What did you say?”

      “My name is Reagan.”

      I force the smallest of close-lipped smiles. “I hope he’s okay, Reagan. And I hope he can get some help.”

      I leave the camper and the girl, fighting off a strange urge to say goodbye, feeling as if I will never see her again. She’ll likely be too embarrassed to show her face at the pharmacy after what happened.

      Her boyfriend better be too embarrassed to show his face.

      Just before I enter the store, I search her out again, but she’s no longer in sight. Something like a prayer whispers across my heart for her and her unborn child.

      “Goodbye,” I whisper.

      Strange how I can’t ignore the need to say it.

      Stranger still because goodbyes are nothing I’ve ever been good at.
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        "Lighthouses are endlessly suggestive signifiers of both human isolation and our ultimate connectedness to each other."

        - Virginia Woolf

      

        

      
        ~ SCOUT SWIFT’S JOURNAL

      

      

      

      The dream haunts me for two weeks straight, beginning the night of the parking lot overdose incident with Jaden Hansen and his pregnant girlfriend.

      It would be wrong to call it a nightmare, because it’s quite pleasant. Me and Mom visiting our lighthouses. Taking pictures, printing them at the Walmart kiosk, and pasting them into our scrapbook. Fun times. Beautiful times.

      But always, the end comes. Mom, standing in front of picturesque Bass Head Light, her eyes a sparkling blue-green that match the ocean behind her, asking me the same question always. “Why’d you give up, Scout? Why?”

      We’d had a goal back when I was a young. An aim to visit every lighthouse in New England. We hadn’t made it even halfway when the cancer came hard and fast.

      When I started at the Walmart in Massachusetts, after I’d saved up enough for a car, I set out to finish our lighthouse task. On my days off, I’d search out Rhode Island lighthouses, even going to Block Island to take pictures and check them off my list. When that was done, I sought those on Cape Cod and then the Boston area. Driving, seeing, snapping pictures, and leaving. All very calculated.

      All very empty and lonely.

      It hadn’t been the lighthouses that made the trips with Mom special—it was Mom.

      So why now, years later, did this dream haunt me? Is it having lived nearly three decades on this earth, with seemingly nothing to show for it? Or perhaps it’s the near death of Jaden Hansen and the sale of the needles that almost killed him. Maybe it’s the fact that twelve years have passed since I left home, a slew of forgotten dreams trailing behind.

      I had left coastal Maine expecting so much for myself. Leaving my small town, I intended to chase my art, chase success.

      But the chase ended all too soon. I’d settled, my dreams never taking me farther than the doors of Walmart.

      The nightly dreams continue with ferocity, and when I begin to lose hours of sleep and make a handful of mistakes counting pills—something I’ve never done—Elise insists I take some long overdue time off. She doesn’t take no for an answer. And just like that, I have three weeks paid vacation before me, and I am considering, after all these years, returning home.

      The urge has come and gone over the years. Most of the time I ignore it, but sometimes I pick up the phone and give Dad a call or send my former best friend Lexie a text message. I’d even gone back to visit once during Christmas. But Dad tried too hard, Mom’s absence was a palpable reminder, and I found myself longing for my new life in Massachusetts.

      Or, more accurately, to be anywhere but the place I grew up.

      That had been eight years ago now. Maybe it was time.

      The first day I seriously consider the trip, the night visions stop. As quickly as they came, the dreams cease. And I know.

      It is time to finish what I’d started with Mom all those years ago. There is nothing left to keep me from going home.
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        * * *

      

      I wouldn’t have found her if not for the birds in my backyard.

      I told myself I came to Walmart that morning at opening time for cream for my coffee, but that wasn’t entirely true. I came for my birds. I hated to think of them scouring my backyard while I was gone, feeling betrayed that I hadn’t lived up to my end of the bargain while they were entirely too eager to live up to theirs—keeping me company with their gentle whistling twitters, happy flight, and majestic colors.

      Now, I wait for the doors of the superstore to open before wheeling my shopping cart over to the dairy section to grab a small container of cream. I’d be leaving for my trip north that morning. I’d given it some thought, even tried to dissuade myself, but as soon as I did, the dream returned. While I didn’t dwell overly much on the ethereal, it seemed that someone—God or Mom, I couldn’t be sure—wanted me to search out the lighthouses, wanted me to return home.

      After grabbing cream, I head over to the Lawn and Garden section. I walk down the empty aisle, snatching up a variety of suets and seed cakes before perusing the large bottom shelf for a value pack of bird seed. A sharp intake of breath gives me pause, but I don’t hear anything else, so I bend down to heft the forty-pound bag into the bottom rack of my carriage.

      I am halfway into the lugging when something behind the large stacks of seed catches my attention. I let out a yelp and drop the bag, heart pounding at the form crouched in the back of the metal racks.

      Black maternity dress. Pale hands. My gaze flies to her face, but I know I will see delicate porcelain features and dark hair that matches thick eyelashes. I blink, try to catch my breath.

      “Reagan?”

      She scrambles out from behind the seed, not an easy feat considering her belly seems to have gone from the size of a cantaloupe to the size of a watermelon since I last saw her. “I—I can explain.”

      I look from her to the place where she’d been tucked behind the seed. “You slept here?”

      She doesn’t answer, but her eyes remain frantic, glued to mine. “Please . . . please don’t tell anyone. It was just for the night. I’ll find someplace else.”

      I stand from my crouched position, squeeze my eyes shut, as if when I open them the pregnant girl will disappear.

      She doesn’t. “How . . . I mean, there’s security and . . .”

      She swallows. “I didn’t know where else to go last night. I read this old book once, Where the Heart Is, that made me think . . . anyway, I’m going to figure out something today. I promise.”

      I rub my temples. “What about the camper?”

      “I left him.”

      Her boyfriend. Jaden.

      “I thought for sure after that day in the parking lot, he’d be done. But I was wrong. I want my baby to be raised right. He was mad when I told him last night. I can’t stay with him, I just can’t.”

      I nod. She’s as skittish as Sherry’s tabby cat.

      I drag in a deep breath. How is this girl going to take care of a child? “There are shelters. There are people who care.”

      “Who will care?” Her doe-like eyes, young and lucid, stare back at me, as if begging for an answer. I claim there are people who care, but is that true? I stand right in front of her and how much do I care? Enough to direct her to a shelter, yes, but not enough for much more.

      I remember what it was like to be in a situation not so unlike her own twelve years earlier. What would I have done if temps had dropped as low as they had last night? Would I have snuck into this building, hid behind stacks of birdseed?

      A squeeze starts in my chest, and I recognize the pinch of a panic attack. I breathe through my nose, forcing thoughts of my own past away, refusing to succumb to these old attacks after so many years of being free of them.

      “What about family?” I force out. “Or Jaden’s parents? You’re carrying their grandchild . . . won’t they help you?”

      “They blame me for—” She shakes her head, seeming to change directions. She drags in a few deep breaths. “Did you know there used to be a leper colony off the coast of Massachusetts? In the early 1900s.”

      My mind spins. “What? No. No, I didn’t know that.”

      She nods, suddenly enthusiastic. “I read about it in a book called Hope Beyond the Waves. They sent people there who had the skin disease, even if it was barely noticeable. People were so scared of it, they would fling the diseased off as outcasts, even tear mothers from their children. It was horrible, but they didn’t know what else to do, how else to control it.”

      “Okay . . .”

      “Well, that’s how Jaden’s parents think of me. Like I’m a leper, an outcast.”

      “But why?”

      “They think I poisoned their son.”

      I press my lips together before speaking. “Did you?”

      “No.” She sniffs. “But I couldn’t save him from it, either.”

      We stare at one another, and though I feel I should have answers for her, I have none.

      “Miss Scout?”

      I sigh, slump against the handle of my carriage. “Yes?”

      “Miss Scout, I just want a second chance. A way to start over. You know what I mean?”

      The words pierce me. I open my mouth to speak, but nothing comes out.

      After a moment, she ducks behind the bird seed to grab an old duffel bag and her sandals. She slides them on. “Never mind. I don’t need you to understand. I’m fine, okay? And I won’t come back. I promise. And I didn’t take anything when I was here last night, not even a breath mint. I’m not a thief.”

      She begins to stalk away with waddling steps, and the gesture causes my tongue to loosen. “Wait.”

      She turns, defiance still hard in her features.

      Someone once told me the best way through hurt is helping someone else.

      A voice from my past visits the vast space between us.

      “I’m leaving this morning. For Maine. I don’t want to leave, knowing you need help.” Even as the words drift from my mouth, I want to snatch them back.

      I have plans. Plans to see lighthouses, to visit my old home. This girl will only get in the way.

      “I have family in Maine,” she whispers.

      “Really? I’d be willing to give you a ride, if you want.” Even as I speak the words, I doubt them. I like things a certain way, including my car rides. I don’t know this girl, don’t know her habits—does she wash her hands after she uses the bathroom? When is the last time she laundered that maternity dress? These are things that have the potential to send me over the edge.

      And she might be a minor. If I don’t alert the authorities, could I be held accountable?

      Reagan’s chest rises and falls. “You would?”

      . . . the best way through hurt is helping someone else.

      Was I hurting? I hadn’t thought so, but my recent dreams make me question if I haven’t been hurting worse than I thought for the last dozen years.

      With a sharp snag of remembrance, I think of my own family. Mom, Dad, me. Just the three of us.

      Then, images of Mom in the hospital bed in our living room those agonizing weeks before she left us. The night of their horrible argument that revealed my parents’ secret. The following tension with my Dad—a tension I still felt more than three hundred miles away.

      We’d never made amends, not really. Sure, we were civil enough over the years. He accepted my new life in Massachusetts. I accepted that we’d never be close again. Maybe we’d never been close. Maybe that was the entire problem.

      I sigh. Mom’s death, my parents’ secret—it had all broken something inside me. Over the years, I’d tried to piece it together with various things—a job, friends, meaningless first dates—but none of that possessed the power to hold any of the broken together.

      “How old are you?”

      “Eighteen.”

      The same age I’d been when I’d been dumped at this very Walmart. I’d had no one and probably wouldn’t have survived if not for the generosity of a stranger.

      “Then, yes, I can take you,” I say in answer to Reagan.

      “I would pay you back for gas when I could. I would⁠—”

      I shake my head. “Don’t worry about any of that. I only have two conditions.”

      “Okay.”

      “First, I have to make a few stops along the coast.”

      “Sure, anything.”

      “Second, no drugs. At all.”

      She lifts her chin. “I know you’d think I use too because of Jaden, but I don’t mess with that stuff. And I don’t mess with anything that could hurt my baby.”

      Her words appear genuine, but the image of her boyfriend unconscious, skin like ash, on the laminated floor of that camper, makes me doubt. I don’t say anything, though.

      Sometimes, you just need someone to believe in you.
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        ZACK

      

      

      I consider myself a reasonable guy. I keep my cool when supplies run late, when subcontractors don’t show up, when customers hold back payments, when I mess up on a job quote and lose a boatload of money. I pride myself on keeping it together.

      So now, as my parents tell me this earth-shattering news, I am trying like heck to do just that—stay calm. Stay controlled.

      Keep it together.

      I force a smile, more for my sake than for the sake of my parents. As if to ensure myself that the words that just came out of my dad’s mouth are indeed funny instead of terribly, terribly devastating. “You’re joking.”

      Of course, they’re joking. I’m still smiling, still trying to bring them along with me. It’s not too late. They can take it back.

      I feel like I’m seven years old again, finding out Scooby, our dog, just died. At thirty-four, even though I haven’t lived beneath my parents’ roof for over a decade, I’m looking to them to make the world right again.

      Mom rubs her temples. I notice the new lines at the corners of her eyes and mouth for the first time. “I’m afraid we’re not honey. I know this is a bit of a shock, and I’m sorry for that.”

      I wince. “But . . . how?” I turn to my father for answers. He’s always had them, hasn’t he? The best way to swing a golf club or work a math problem or build a shed. Dad knows best.

      He shifts in his seat, adjusts his elbows over outspread legs. Unlike Mom, I don’t see any new lines on his face. In fact, now that I look at him—really look at him—he looks great. Tan and trim. Did he lose weight around his middle? The gray smatterings at his temples give off a distinguished air to his full head of hair. I can imagine him in the corner office of his engineering firm just as well as I can on the golf course.

      “Son, this isn’t easy for me to say, but . . . I’ve met somebody.”

      All the air sucks itself from my body. I hear the words, but they don’t make sense.

      I’ve met somebody.

      “Somebody?” I say like an idiot. Somebody not Mom? Is that what he means?

      No, this is Dad, after all. Upstanding, faithful Dad. He can’t possibly mean that.

      I’m still looking at him, looking to him to make sense of this funnel of nonsense these two people I love most in the world have just spun up for me.

      He clears his throat. “I tried not to fall in love⁠—”

      My ears ring. He’s fallen in love?

      As the words sink in, as everything slides into place—the missed family dinners, the strained look my mother possessed the last several months, Dad’s choice to step down from the church’s board of trustees—hot, burning anger consumes me.

      I shoot up to a standing position. My father sits in the same chair he occupies when he watches This Old House, the television show that got me hooked on construction when I was six years old.

      “I don’t believe you.” I aim the words at my dad, but can’t resist a glance at Mom, crumpled on the couch, looking small and weak and old. A protective streak races through me. “What is wrong with you?”

      Dad grits his teeth. “This isn’t something I planned, Zack. Believe me when I tell you the last thing I want to do is hurt your mother.”

      “Then don’t.” The words shoot out of me, like a firecracker from a tube.

      “Zack . . .” Mom says.

      “No, Mom. Aren’t you the ones always telling me that love is work? That marriage is work. How could he just find someone?”

      I’m throwing a tantrum. I’m thirty-four years old, and I’m throwing a tantrum, and I could not care less.

      “Sometimes, things change. Your mother and I haven’t been happy for some time . . . ”

      “Happy?” I spit out the word. He’s talking like someone I don’t know. Have I ever known my father? Is everything I believed about him a lie? “You made a vow. What about your word, Dad? What about ‘a man’s only as good as his word’?”

      “I didn’t plan for this, son. I know you can’t understand now, but I hope in time, you’ll see it’s for the best.”

      His mouth is spewing words I can’t comprehend. I want to pummel him, shake some sense into him, spit curses upon him. None of this is my normal way. None of this is keeping my head about me.

      “I have to go. Mom, I’m sorry, but I can’t look at him right now.”

      Tears spill onto Mom’s cheeks. I walk over and kiss her on the head, where a thick line of gray roots show at her scalp. “If you need anything, call me, okay? I’ll stop in later.”

      I send a scorching look to Dad. “You—you man up and fix this. Now.”

      I turn from the room and shove open the screen door, sending it slamming against the back wall. Now, I’m a fuming teenager instead of a toddler. But as I get into my work van, I don’t feel as if I’ve so much as graduated high school. I don’t feel as if I’ve accomplished one blasted thing.

      I turn the ignition and my stomach churns. Anger used to feel good on me, but it doesn’t anymore. I thought I was a different person, above such raw, hot emotions.

      I allow my head to fall back against the rest.

      God, what just happened in there?

      I think of my demand for my father to fix the mess he’s made. I’ve never spoken to him like that.

      I dig my phone from my pocket and vacillate between calling Charlotte, the woman who’s been like a grandmother to me since I was twelve, or Jason, a guy I’ve come to think of as a little brother over the last year. Maybe I should just go home and hug Atticus, my mutt of a faithful dog.

      I don’t want to worry Charlotte or be the one to give her bad news, so I opt for Jason, but just as my thumb hovers over the button, another call comes in. I bite back a groan at the name.

      Mrs. Darling.

      The sweet elderly woman is one of my most faithful customers. She’s also anything but low maintenance.

      I swipe right. “Hello, Mrs. Darling.”

      “Zackary! I hate to bother you—I’ve told you how I hate to bother you, haven’t I?”

      “You have, Mrs. Darling. It’s okay, though. That’s what I’m here for.” This slice of normal life drains a small bit of tension within me. “What can I do for you?”

      “Well, I was wondering if you could clean out my gutters. It’s been some time, you know.”

      “Mrs. Darling, I did them three weeks ago, remember?”

      “Oh, I’m certain I would remember.”

      I’m not so certain. I’ve been doing work for Mrs. Darling since high school, and even I’ve noticed a drastic decline in her memory the last year. I’m starting to worry it’s not safe for her to live alone.

      “Let me check my books, okay? But if it makes you feel better, why don’t I stop by tomorrow and take a look? I’ll be over at Charlotte’s anyway. I could swing by at four?”

      “Oh, that would be wonderful, Zackary! Thank you so much. How is the lighthouse coming?”

      “It’s done.” She’d been at the town celebration to commemorate the restoration of the historic lighthouse beside Charlotte’s bed and breakfast, but I don’t remind her of that. “I’m working on the guest cottage now. Hey, Mrs. Darling, do you think you could invite Laura over when I’m by tomorrow?”

      “Laura? Well, certainly, but don’t you think she’s a bit old for you, Zackary? And she’s very busy with her job. What about that nice girl from New York? Penelope, wasn’t it?”

      I close my eyes at the thought of the girl who broke my heart and hightailed it back to New York eighteen months ago. I think of my parents.

      “Priscilla,” I ground out. “And no, Mrs. Darling, I’m not interested in Laura in that way. I’d like to go over the house maintenance schedule with her.” And try to find a way to tactfully bring up my concern for her mother. Does she know how fast Mrs. Darling is declining?

      “Okay, dear. I’ll give her a call. Thank you so much, Zackary. You are such a sweet boy.”

      I think of the temper tantrum I just threw in front of my parents.

      I’m sweet, all right.

      I say goodbye to Mrs. Darling and hang up the phone, fiddling with the AC vents. The mess with Priscilla taught me a lot about forgiveness and grace, but just the thought of my Dad sitting in his chair telling me he’s in love with another woman right in front of Mom causes my blood to reach volcanic temperatures. I tap my phone and press the speaker button before turning around in the driveway of my childhood home.

      “Hey, what’s up?”

      “You think Laney can spare you for a couple hours tonight for some burgers at the Tavern?”

      “Oh, but that would take me away from the exciting prospect of picking out wedding invitations.”

      “So, no?”

      Jason laughs. “I’m kidding, man. We don’t have plans. She’s helping Charlotte with something.”

      “Great. Meet you at five?”

      “You got it.”

      I hang up and roll down my windows, the AC still on. The briny air swipes through the van and I throw my baseball hat on the passenger’s seat, allowing the breeze to cool my head. I think of Jason and Laney. High school sweethearts with a lot of history, getting married in just four months.

      Would they last? Would Jason sit in his living room thirty-five years from now and tell his son that he found someone else?

      I pound my steering wheel with my palm. Thirty-five years. Didn’t that count for anything? How could you throw in the towel after that long?

      Of course, love could fail on the short-term, too. Priscilla was proof of that.

      The only answer seems to be that love is indeed a farce, after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote that life is a journey, not a destination. It makes me wonder what kind of journey I want to be living.

      

        

      
        ~ SCOUT SWIFT’S JOURNAL

      

      

      

      “Wow, your car is . . . really clean.” Reagan tosses a backpack into the rear seat and slides—as well as an immensely pregnant woman can—into the passenger seat. “It smells really clean, too.”

      “Thanks,” I say, though for some reason her words don’t sound like a compliment. I look at the inside of my Toyota Corolla, which I have lovingly named Chippy in memory of a small poodle we owned growing up. Not a speck of dust rests on the dashboard, not a crumb of dirt on the mats. Clean always wins in my book. It’s how I like it, and I’ll assume she means it as a compliment.

      I start the car and drive out of the Walmart parking lot, past Jaden’s camper. “You’re sure about this, right?”

      She nods, mouth in a firm line. “Absolutely.” She shifts in her seat. “Um, you think I could crack a window?”

      “Sure.” I open mine as well and turn down the AC. “I actually prefer the open air.” I glance at her. She looks a little green. “Are you okay? Tell me if you’re going to be sick, all right?”

      I want to help this girl. But the thought of her stomach contents spewing all over Chippy’s interior is enough to send me hyperventilating. Some things stick around forever—grief and regret and what-ifs, and most definitely the scent of vomit in car carpet.

      Reagan clutches the handle on the door, breathes deep of the air pouring through the windows. “Some cleaners aggravate me. I think I feel better already. Thanks.”

      “Oh. Okay. Well, I just need to stop home to grab a few things and feed the birds.”

      “Okay.”

      In five minutes, I make quick work of stocking the birds up on suet and seed, hauling my suitcase down the stairs, and heaving it into my trunk. I tuck the scrapbook I started with Mom alongside the backpack behind my seat. In ten minutes, we’re taking the entrance onto the highway.

      There. I’m doing this.

      Silence envelopes the car, made more bearable by the whoosh of air coming through the open windows.

      “Thanks again for this. I really appreciate it.” Reagan fiddles with her seatbelt.

      “I’m glad to help.”

      Was glad an accurate word? Yes, I decide. I am glad if I can help this troubled young girl, even a little bit. And if driving to her family delays me from facing my own past, then the better for it.

      “What part of Maine did you say your family was from again?”

      “I didn’t say.”

      “Oh.” My fingers tighten on the steering wheel. “But you do know where they are, don’t you?”

      She looks out the passenger window. “Not exactly . . .”

      My foot slides off the gas pedal, all notions of this task being painless flying out the window. “Not exactly?”

      She clears her throat. “I don’t know where exactly. But I know I’ll be closer to them in Maine than I will in that Walmart parking lot.”

      How does she not know where her family lives?

      “I guess I’m just wondering where you plan on going then? I mean, I can get you to Maine, I can even bring you to whatever town your family lives in, but if you don’t know where that is . . . well, don’t you think that’s a problem?”

      She leans her head toward the open window, and I fear she’s nauseated again. A truck passes us, exhaust fumes mixing with the tangerine scent of the cleaner I use. I’m about to ask if she’s okay, but I don’t want to let my previous question drop, either.

      “I’ll figure it out when we get there.”

      “If your figuring includes sleeping at another Walmart, I think we have a problem.”

      She’s quiet for two exits and I’m at a loss for words myself. What have I gotten myself into? She suddenly seems so much younger than I’d been when I first traveled away from home.

      “Are you really eighteen? Don’t lie to me.” My voice is stern and motherly, surprising even me.

      “What? I look young for my age.”

      I almost give in. Instead, I cock an eyebrow at her. “Look, if this is going to work, you need to be one hundred percent honest with me. I don’t need to know everything, but I think I should know if I’m carrying a minor across state lines.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Is that a crime?”

      “I sure hope not,” I grumble.

      “Fine. I’m seventeen. I’ll be eighteen in three weeks. Does that change anything? Are you going to drop me off at social services or something?”

      Her tone is sarcastic and bitter, and I recognize it from my own past. She’s been hurt. Deeply. This tough act is a sort of defense mechanism.

      I glance at the dust-free console of my car. I know a thing or two about defense mechanisms, I suppose. I work to soften my tone. “I’m not going to drop you anywhere. I said I’d take you to Maine and to your family, and I meant it.”

      We fall into silence as we cruise along Route 24 at a decent clip. We pass Assonet and Berkley and Taunton without speaking.

      “He didn’t always use, you know.”

      I swallow, hoping if I stay quiet, she’ll say more. I’m not disappointed.

      “The first time I met him he was surfing in Newport. I was sitting on the beach, watching the sunset. He brought me a shell.” She reaches in her pocket, revealing a smooth gray shell, worn from bits of sand and water brushing against it over the years. “It’s all I have of him to give my baby.”

      I bite my lip. I want to say something deep and meaningful, that maybe she has already given her child more than she thinks possible simply by walking away from the poisonous choices of the baby’s father, but I can’t move the words past my lips. I can’t pretend to know what I don’t about this near stranger.

      I remember how, after Mom died, people came up to me and said trite things—things like they were sorry. Things like at least Mom wasn’t suffering anymore. Things like God needed another beautiful angel.

      The thought leaves a bad taste in my mouth even now.

      And so I keep my thoughts to myself. I definitely don’t want to do anything to worsen Reagan’s nausea.
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        Mom used to tell me that if sunlight has the power to touch each person every day, then it’s not too much of a stretch that God has that capability, too.

      

        
      
        ~ SCOUT SWIFT’S JOURNAL

      

      

      
      “Wow. That’s . . . impressive.”

      I glance at Reagan. “It’s the only skeletal tower in New England.” I hate that I feel the need to defend the site before us.

      The girl must think I’m crazy. Driving miles out of our way to see the Marblehead light, nothing but hard metal poles and scaffolding holding up a lens—definitely not the kind of lighthouse people get nostalgic over.

      I look at the book in my hand, remembering the day Mom brought it home. I’d been reading Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire on the hammock beneath the pine trees in our backyard after school, the green army blanket Mom always used spread over my feet.

      She sat beside me on the hammock, her weight causing mine to slide toward the edge in a familiar, comforting way. “Hey. How was school?”

      I thought about the drama surrounding my best friend Lexie and nasty Sabrina.

      I glanced at Mom’s lap, where a book lay. I’d tell her about my day, but not yet. Even I understood how petty eighth grade drama could be, and I was in the eighth grade.

      “It was good.” I nodded at the book, breathed in the scent of lilacs. “Watcha got?”

      “I stopped at The Beacon on the way home. Charlotte received some new books, and I wanted to check them out.”

      “That doesn’t look like the latest Anne Tyler.”

      She clasped her hands around the book. “It’s not. Actually, I had an idea I wanted to run by you.”

      I placed my bookmark in my open page. “Okay.”

      “With summer around the corner and Dad working so much, I thought it might be fun if we had ourselves a little adventure.”

      I looked at the book her hands covered.

      “Lighthouses,” she said.

      “Lighthouses?”

      “Yes. There are dozens along this coast. Beautiful beacons of light that we’re not far from but we’ll never see unless we make a point to see them.” Her voice grew animated, full of passion and something else—a subtle sort of desperation I didn’t dwell on until later. “I thought it’d be fun to make a point of it. I know lighthouses have always been more my thing than yours, but I figured we could take day trips, maybe get a bite to eat, explore some rocky beaches—just be together. You’re growing up so fast, Scout.” Her voice wobbled, and I reached for her arm, willing to commit to whatever would take that emotional quiver from her voice.

      “That sounds great, Mom.”

      “Yeah? Really?”

      “Really.”

      My assurance seemed to instill energy within her. She showed me the book, her voice growing strong. New England Lighthouses by Bruce Roberts and Ray Jones. “I was
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