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  Dedicated to lighthouse keepers

 past, present, and future.

Thank you for all the work you do,

 and all the lives you touch and save.

And a big hug to LK and ID who first showed me the ropes.




“This is his country’s guardian, the outmost sentry of peace”

—Robert Louis Stevenson








  
  ALONE


I close my eyes and imagine myself rising from the crimson quilt, shuffling barefoot across the warm, wooden floor, and climbing atop the wide, white sill of my open bedroom window. I pause for one quick breath and one last glimpse of stars. And then, I leap.  
For a moment, there’s nothing but the cool rush of night air caressing my sweat-damp skin. My silky nightgown billows like a parachute, and then—
Well, then I open my eyes, because there’s no way I’m going to do that. Because if I did that, I’d be her, and I’ll never do to anyone what she did to me.
Focus, Gracelyn. Think, don’t feel. Write a response to this journal article you’ve been putting off all week. 
My inner voice is right. If I focus on academics, I can suppress emotions. That’s how I’ve survived the last four years.
Once, I overheard my aunt gossiping over the fence to a neighbor, “Gracelyn may be emotionally stunted but she’s intellectually gifted.” I wanted to strangle her with her purple tie-dyed scarf. Though Hannah considers herself oracular, she frequently makes me feel like a lone pine clinging to a cliff edge above the sea, like the twisted trees at Feroz Lighthouse. 
I tap my pen against the article lying beside me on the bed and stare at the puckered pages. It has a long, telling title: “Poisonous Plants Prove a Powerful Remedy for Women to Gain Status in Ancient Rome.” I’ve read it twice already. Surely, I can focus long enough to write some kind of response. 
According to Professor Paolo, poisoning family members was a frequent and acceptable means for a woman to gain money, freedom, and power in Ancient Rome. Though the thought intrigues me, I wonder if it’s true. Poisoning is considered a woman’s weapon, but I read somewhere that over sixty percent of poisonings are perpetrated by men. Perhaps, Professor Paolo is sexist. I pick up my pen and scribble that down, then sniff.
Smoke. 
With the rush of adrenalin, I drop my pen and glance around. My second story window is wide open and the white curtains riffle in the sea breeze. An ephemeral mirage sways with the summer heat. But there’s no smoke.
Still, I can smell it, so get up and flick on the overhead fan. I’ve just settled back on the bed when my cousin turns on her sound system and a rap track throbs against the wall. I squeeze my eyelids tight and reassure myself. In a few more weeks, we’ll be in separate colleges, miles apart. I can wait her out.
I sit back against the pillow, skin sticky with sweat, mind churning. A cool soak in the clawfoot tub would feel good. But no. Seraph just came in. I heard her pound down the hall only moments before. It’s Friday night and she’ll be in our shared bathroom, glamming up. That’s why she’s turned up the tunes. 
When the music erupts into another flurry of visceral beats, I lose control. Leaping off the bed, I stamp across the floor, open my door, and then stop. Since the climactic moment, the music has mellowed. The bathroom door is ajar, and flashes of light and shadow riffle through. I tiptoe across the hall and peer in through the crack.
Seraph and her best friend Maya are pressed up close to the mirror. Seraph’s bleached blonde curly hair is a half-up, half-down mess of tendrils, teasing, and product. Her thickly lined gray eyes sparkle with silver sequins. She’s woven Maya’s shocking pink hair into double Dutch braids. Everything Seraph does is a work of art. Maya’s golden eyelids glitter beneath false lashes. 
I run my fingers through my short, sandy shag. They look like teen movie stars, poured into pale blue jeans and white mini tanks that flaunt their bejeweled push-up bras. I stare down at the worn pink pajamas patterned in sad, gray Eeyores my mother bought me years ago, and feel a hot flush burn my cheeks. 
I’m seventeen and look seven. No wonder they tease me. I might as well have LOSER tattooed on my forehead.
The rapper belts out another graphic line as I peer back through the crack. Seraph is slathering scarlet lipstick over her full lips. Puckering up, she turns her head from side to side and stares into the mirror. Then pausing, she picks up a sleek, silvery, lipstick tube, and hands it to Maya.
“Here. Try this.”
“But this is your new one.” 
Seraph shrugs the leafy lioness tattooed on her shoulder. 
Maya opens the tube and twists forth a sharp fuchsia point. As she paints her lips, I run my tongue over my dry mouth. Her lips are glossy—a luscious pink, like an enticing edge of West Coast sunset.
Seraph glances up. “Sexy. Keep it.”
“But you waited weeks for this.”
“Keep it and kiss me. I want to see if this really is kiss-proof lipstick.”
The two girls turn as if in slow motion. Maya catches Seraph’s scarlet lips with her bright pink mouth and a playful touch morphs into something so erotic, I gasp. The bathroom door flies open and both girls stare at me with smirks on their shiny lips.
Crossing my arms over my chest, I hold on with both hands. “I didn’t mean to . . .”
“Did you like what you saw?” Maya’s hot pink mouth curls sideways as she turns to Seraph. “Maybe she’d like to join us.” 
An explosion of goosebumps race up my arms and I try to run, but my feet hold fast as anchors.
A low, throaty giggle bursts from my cousin. “Gracie doesn’t know how to kiss. She’s never done it. Have you, Gracie?” She rolls her eyes, and I feel my fingernails dent my palms inside my balled-up fists. “She’s never kissed anyone but dear Mr. Darcy in her dreams.” 
“What? Seventeen, and never been kissed?” Maya’s eyes bulge. “Damn, Gracie. I can fix that.”
But it’s not true. Caleb kissed me. 
For a second, I’m standing on the pebble beach near Feroz Lighthouse holding Caleb awkwardly and feeling his warm lips pressed tightly against my own. 
“I think blush might be her shade.” Maya snorts and leans toward me with those pretty pink lips, and, for a moment, I want that kiss. I want to know how it feels to kiss like that—to feel nothing but heat and flesh and sensation. 
One corner of Seraph’s scarlet mouth pulls sideways. “The same shade as her ears.”
“And her pajamas.” Maya runs a painted fingernail down my hot cheek and winks a golden lid. 
She pities me and I hate her for it. But I hate myself more. Hannah’s right. I’m stunted. Frozen at thirteen and sealed in a time capsule on Feroz Island.
The scent of smoke is stronger now and catches in the back of my throat. “Can’t you smell that?” 
Maya sniffs and squints. “Yeah. It’s the Fitz’s bonfire.”
The Fitzgeralds. Every weekend, carloads of friends and family visit. Cabrera is the party island in the Pacific Northwest, and they are the ultimate hosts.
Seraph turns back to the mirror and applies another scarlet layer as sweat breaks out on my forehead. I swipe it with a fist and cough.
“Oh, wait. It’s Sean’s birthday.” Maya wrinkles her perfectly freckled nose. “They went surfing on The Pen.”
Adrenalin shoots through my limbs along with a sudden sense of dread. There are only two properties on this side of the bay—my aunt’s homestead and the Fitzgerald’s mansion. Surrounding us is forest and fronting us is sea. 
I turn and dash down the hall through smoke that’s now visible as a curling blue-gray haze. As I pass the threshold of my room, I hear voices. Shouts from outside. 
Is it our house? I run to the open window and stop dead.
“Oh, my God. Dad.” His old wooden sailboat is fringed in flames.
Pushing past the girls, I bolt down the stairs. 
Are you in there?
I dash through the hazy kitchen.
Please, don’t be in there. 
Fling open the screen door and race across the lawn, bare feet scraping dry grass. 
“No, Dad!”
Pound across the faded dock to the blazing sailboat and slide down the wooden steps into the smoke-streaked galley.
There. In the far corner, sprawled across a bench. Unconscious. A whiskey bottle toppled sideways on the floor beside his dangling fingers. The vile liquor trail is flaming, spreading the fire. A tin pail of charred paper and ash lies beside him. Smoke and fire ripple through the air and rush up the wood-trimmed walls and benches.
“Wake up!”
Two steps closer heat blasts my skin.
I grab his old canvas jacket from the back of a chair and beat at the flames. Grasp his hand and shake him. Push him. Pull him. “Come on. Move.”
“Gracelyn. Come back.” A voice behind me. 
Hannah.
Her hands grasp my shoulders, hauling me backwards.
I break free, my stinging eyes blurry with tears, gagging from the stench of burning hair and . . . flesh. Flames are all around him. Ravaging the wooden bench. Racing up his pant legs.
Hannah grabs a blanket and beats at the fire. Feeling renewed hope, I grasp his ankles and yank. His body jerks forward a few inches.
I glare at Hannah. “Help me.”
We each grab a foot and drag his heavy body across the floor to the stairs.
Caught in a coughing fit, I drop his foot. I can’t breathe. Can’t think. 
Turning to Hannah, I gesticulate wildly.
She shakes her head and shoves me back against the ladder. “It’s no use. Let the fire fighters—”
“Are you crazy?”
I can’t let my dad burn to death. As I grasp the blanket, a silver box falls and hits my bare foot. Kicking it aside, I throw the blanket over his body and try to lift him.
Hannah fights me. “Gracelyn. Climb.” 
Sirens. They’re here. They’ll save him.
I’m drawn back to the box. I know that box. I want that box.
I reach down and grab it. Drop it and shake my burning fingers. 
Then, clenching my jaw, I toss my father’s jacket over the box and grasp it with both hands.
Hannah shoves me up the stairs as flames lick the ladder. Locking an arm around my shoulders, she drags me down the dock, both of us choking and hacking. She’s sobbing, but I’ve dropped beyond tears into some hellish oblivion. 
Standing on the grass by the edge of the sea, I watch the drama unfold. All around the bay, boaters hang from their anchored crafts, pointing their phones, recording the horror as flames lick the wooden mast and sparks dance. Macabre fireworks in the dusky sky. 
The fire crew races past carrying their gear and slips a pump into the sea. A fountain of spray assaults the flames. But it’s too late. The cabin is an inferno. No one can get in or out.
I can’t swallow past the pain in my throat. Try to turn away and freeze. This burning sailboat will be forever etched in my brain. This sailboat which was once my father’s comfort and is now his crematorium.
I crush hot metal against my chest. What were you doing, Dad? Drinking and burning papers. But why?  And why did you have Mom’s box?
“Oh, Sam.” Hannah shakes her head, lips trembling, cheeks streaked with soot and tears.
What’s she thinking? Please don’t tell me my father killed himself on the anniversary of my mother’s suicide. 
It’s been four years since she jumped from the cliffs at Feroz Lighthouse.
Four years since I left my home and only friend.
Four years since I’ve been forced to live here on Cabrera Island with my mother’s older sister and my cruel cousin. 
Four years of my father living alone in his sailboat in the bay, drowning in whiskey.
And now my father’s gone. And my mother’s gone. 
And I am alone. 






  
  DRAGONS


As I sink into the kitchen chair, I press my father’s bundled jacket into my stiff, aching chest. Closing my eyes, I breathe in the canvas. Wood smoke. Whiskey. Fish and crab. The smell of his unwashed pits. The spicy aftershave he used in the summer when he shaved off his dappled beard.  
Dad. 
He drank too much the last few years and spent more time alone in his sailboat than with me, but he was still my dad. Still the man I turned to when I wanted to share my dreams, choose courses, or talk about what jobs were open to a shy introvert with a history degree. He’d always been a wonderful father in his own way. When I was young, he taught me everything he knew about fishing. We sailed the Pacific Spirit and worked on her together. He even taught me to swim.
“Gracelyn, a girl livin’ by the sea, must know how to swim well. She must know how to breathe, even when she’s cold-shocked, and she must be able to keep her head up for as long as possible.” He’d made me tread water once for thirty minutes in the frigid cove. “Without a flotation device, you’ll be dead not long after. Your arms and legs’ll simply stop moving.”
I’ll never forget how hard it was to keep going and how my muscles ached to quit. He wouldn’t let me out on the boat without a life jacket, and if it was gusty, he made me wear one around the station too. “You’re just a wee girl, and a strong wind could pick you up and toss you right off the cliff.”
I wince when the kettle whistles.
No more thoughts of cliffs. Not tonight. I’d go up to my room and lock the door against the world, but my feet refuse to take one more step.
I watch my aunt bustle around the kitchen, spoon herbs into the teapot and add steaming water. In a crisis, Hannah can never sit still. She reaches for the yellow mug with the happy face, then changes her mind and chooses one she’s made herself—a gray pottery mug embossed with an ohm sign. Tea means talk. But I don’t want to talk. I sit paralyzed by the scent of my dad, imagining his strong arms wrapped around me. 
When Hannah sets the teapot on the woven placemat, I fake a smile. After delivering so many babies, I suppose she’s learned to mask her feelings with activity, the way I’ve used books.
“Chamomile, poppy, and passionflower to help you sleep.” 
She shuffles into the living room and lights a stick of incense, then returns to the kitchen and leaves the door ajar. The earthy scent wafts in, weighting my body and pushing it further into the floor. I imagine my feet sprouting roots that burrow deep into the Earth’s core, and I sigh.
Green witch. That’s what people call Hannah on Cabrera Island. She’d trained as a midwife but knows all about herbs, grows a stunning garden, and makes her own potions. Her mamas are always asking for her lotions and balms.
I sip her special tisane as the pungent scent of sandalwood fills the kitchen. Then something breaks inside, and grief pours out in a torrent of sobs.
“I’m an orphan.”
Hannah rushes over, pulls up a chair, and crushes me to her chest. For a while, we stay that way—me weeping and Hannah whispering in soft susurrations. 
“You’ve got me and Seraph. And you’ll always have a home here. They say that ‘home is where the heart is’ you know.”
But my heart is not here. Everyone I grew up with on Feroz Island is gone. Everyone I loved. My mother. My father. Caleb, his mom, and his uncle.
Eventually my tears slow, and Hannah releases me.
Sounds seep into the silent kitchen. Seraph and Maya are outside on the lawn flirting with two volunteer firefighters who’ve remained behind. As I listen to their dramatic exclamations, flames creep up my neck and down my arms into my fists. I want to pummel Seraph. I want to beat her into the ground. And Maya . . . Has she no feelings, no sense at all? My fingers itch to batter them both bloody. 
Seraph has coveted my father forever and never got him all to herself. Now she hates him. Why else would she be so heartless on the night of his death? When she used to visit us with Hannah, she’d do anything to get his attention. 
Once, she dumped his tackle box out on the dock. She pretended it was an accident, but I saw her flip the latch and nudge it over with her toe. Then she made a production out of picking up the flies. When she cut her finger on a hook, my dad helped her back to the house to bandage it. He even gave her a hug. 
I was glad they only visited a few times a year. I didn’t want to share my father with someone like Seraph. After we moved here, she didn’t seem to care about him as much. By then she was in high school, an artist, and the most popular girl on the island. The mysterious sperm my queer aunt had obtained to create her only added to her mystique.
The red strobe of a police light rouses me, and I take a quick breath. I’ve been through this before. They’re out there taping off the area around the dock, readying themselves for a forensic investigation, along with the coroner, who will declare my father legally dead and investigate the cause. I hope it was an accident. I can’t bear to think that both my parents chose death over life with me on the same day, four years apart.
Hannah offers a clean cotton handkerchief, and I blow my nose. The pain in my head has lessened and now I just feel deflated—like a parachute that’s lost the wind and floats flotsam on the waves. As I bundle up the white hanky, now smudged gray with soot, I clutch it in my hand and wince.
Hannah grasps my wrists and frowns at my palms. “We should treat these burns.”
I squeeze my eyes and lips shut; my pain eclipsed by anguish.
“I’ll get the aloe. Go run your hands under cold water.”
I stare at my blistered hands. That would require getting up. I’d have to put down my father’s jacket and the box, stand, and walk across the room. And I just don’t have it in me.
Seraph and Maya stumble inside giggling, then hush when they see the somber scene in the kitchen. The reek of weed mingles with the sandalwood.
Hannah returns carrying a thick green aloe frond. “I wouldn’t think there’d be anything to laugh about.”
Seraph’s face is flushed, her lips a smug red bow. “Relax. We’re heading out.”
“It’s almost eleven.” 
“So?” Seraph’s tone threatens: Do you really want to fight with me now?
My eyes narrow, shutting her out.
Hannah splits the frond with a shiny purple fingernail and rubs the sticky juice over my blistered hands. If there’s pain, I’ve moved beyond it. 
Seraph grabs her jean jacket from the hook and shoulders open the screen door, then turns and glares at Hannah. “You know what they call him, don’t you?”
“What?” Hannah asks, and I cringe. I know my cousin’s tones, her ploys, and her set-ups. I’ve spent years learning to navigate her pitfalls, and this one is obvious. Hannah’s so caught up in her airy-fairy world she sees only what she wants to see. 
Seraph tosses her head, so her golden curls dance around her tattooed shoulders. “The Mad Crabber. Yep, that’s Sam. The Mad Crabber.”
Hannah flashes her dark blue eyes. “Who calls him that?”
“Everyone.”
My aunt glances at me and shakes her head. “Don’t listen to her, sweetie. No one calls your father anything but Sam Lassiter.” 
As usual, she’s chosen the dance of denial.
Seraph rolls her eyes and slams the door on her sarcastic point.
But I know it’s true. Seraph’s friends call him that. I should have said something, protested or threatened her, and I realize I’m no better than my aunt. I need to stand up for myself and my parents.
“Things will get better, sweetie. I know it doesn’t seem like it now, but they will.” Hannah’s gaze shifts to the canvas bundle hiding my mother’s silver box. Her fingers brush my shoulder. “Do you want to open it?”
I crush it tighter against my chest and shake my head. Finding my father burning to death in his sailboat is all I can handle tonight. Still, she presses.
“I had one too. Our father went to Chinatown one Christmas and bought us each one. I was thirteen and Mercy was eight.”
Hannah has her own agenda. She’s curious what secrets my parents have stashed away. 
I stare at the ceiling, wishing I could disapparate and land in my bed. My room seems miles away. So many steps. Too many steps. 
She’s still talking. “I loved my box. I had pen pals at missions around the world, and I was going to use it to store my letters.”
She’s caught up in one of her memories and won’t stop until I yield. 
Cocking my head, I stare at her.
“You know our father was an itinerant preacher, so we were always boating up and down the coast. We had few possessions, so the box was extra special. I tore everything apart trying to find it. I’d only had it a few days when it disappeared.” She sniffs back a tear. “It must have fallen overboard.”
I remember how much my mother liked to buy me things because she had so little herself when she was a kid. 
I open my father’s jacket and set the box on the table, then run my fingers over the arched bridge and bamboo trees, the cottage with the pitched roof by the stream. I remember this box. My mother kept jewelry in it, and sometimes we sorted through it together.
We’d left the lighthouse in such a rush, someone from the Coast Guard had come and packed up our things and freighted them here. My mother’s possessions are still stored in the shed. All except this box. My father must have hidden it away and brought it with him. But why? What did the box mean to him? Was it just a keepsake? Something left behind to remind him of the woman he loved?
Hannah sighs. “It’s funny. Mercy liked mine better. She wanted to trade.”
She’s finally peaked my interest. “Why?” 
“Mine was bigger. It had a lock and was covered in dragons.”
“Dragons? My mother liked dragons?” I sit up and lean in closer. This is new information.
“Oh, yes. Mercy loved creatures of any kind, but dragons were her favorites. Our father should have known that.”
My heart wobbles. I should have known that too.
“Mercy said dragons guarded treasure better than anyone.”
Now, I remember the dragon sheets she bought for my bed and the movies we watched together. 
“We both loved the dragon in The NeverEnding Story,” I say. “We called him Falcor the Luck Pup.” 
I’d loved Atreyu and wanted to marry him when I grew up. I feel my cheeks grow hot. Atreyu reminds me of Caleb with his deep dark eyes and shaggy brown hair . . . his perfect lips. They could have been twins except for Caleb’s skinny little body and big buck teeth.
“I liked that one too.” Hannah’s face lightens. I have no idea how close she was to my dad but see how much she needs this reminiscing. Maybe I do too. 
“For my eighth birthday, Mom ordered the DVD. Every time we heard the helicopter, she raced outside. When the package finally arrived, we stayed up until midnight and watched it twice.” I’d slept through parts of the second showing but talking about it set the theme song playing in my head.
“Mercy loved Smaug too, even though he was wicked. The Hobbit was one of the secret books our mother bought us when we were kids.”
“Secret books?”
“We had to hide them from our father. The Reverend said fantasy was evil.”
“How can fantasy be evil?”
Hannah’s shoulders stiffen but she doesn’t answer. I wonder what else my grandfather considered evil and what price they would have paid if he’d found the secret books. Did the dragons protect my mother from him? I thought the movies were for me, but now I wonder if they were for her. 
When my fingers brush against something hard on the bottom of the box, I flip it over.
“What’s that?” 
“It looks like . . .” I tug off a piece of black electrical tape. “Yep. It’s a key.”
“That’s not just any key.” Hannah squints. “That’s the key to my silver dragon box. I’d know it anywhere. You see, it has a Chinese character etched on the bow.”
“But if you lost your box when you were a kid, why would my mother still have the key taped to hers?”
“Why indeed?” 
A single knock on the farmhouse door makes us both flinch.
A police officer stares through the screen. “We’re done for tonight. Here’s my card.” He holds it up between stubby fingers.
Hannah walks over, opens the door, and takes it. “Sergeant Gunderson,” she reads aloud. “Did you find out how the fire started, Sergeant?”
“I can’t comment on an open investigation.” The sergeant is young and clean-shaven, with round brown eyes that bulge frog-like above his ruddy cheeks. “Did either of you see anything unusual around here this evening?”
“Why? Do you suspect something? Arson?”
I glance at my aunt. Is my father’s death not an accident?
The sergeant raises a finger. “We’re pursuing several lines of inquiry.”
Meaning he’ll tell us nothing.
Hannah pushes. “What are you implying? Was someone else involved?” Her voice rises to a near shriek. “Did someone murder Sam?”
His face blanches. “In an unexplained death we investigate all possibilities.”
Hannah glances at me and bites her lip.
I feel like I’ve been treading water in the cold ocean too long.
“If you think of anything—anything at all, even if it seems unrelated—call me at this number.”
My head wavers like a bowling ball on the end of a stick. Leaning forward, I rest against my father’s canvas jacket and smell the smoke, then glance up and clear my throat. “My mother killed herself four years ago today.” Surely, that’s related. It can’t just be coincidence.
Sergeant Gunderson’s eyes bulge a little more. Then he nods slowly, his lips stretched thin and tight above his pale chin. He mutters, “Sorry for your loss,” and the screen door slams behind him.
Hannah strokes my arm. “They’re just looking for answers. That doesn’t mean it wasn’t an accident or that Sam was murdered.”
Murdered? I can’t go down that road. Not tonight. I need to get out of here before Hannah starts turning this into gossip that will make her a celebrity on Cabrera Island. 
“Whatever. He’s gone forever, just like my mom.”






  
  THE CHINESE BOX


I bolt upright, eyes wide, roused from sleep by an inexplicable force. A man hovers at the end of my bed. A man wrapped in shadow. I shudder, turn, and flick on the bedside lamp. When I look back, he’s gone. But he’d been there. Broad shoulders and narrow hips. Edges frittered in foggy gold. My heart bounces hard against my ribs and I clutch my chest to still its pounding. I’m hot and thirsty but too tense to move. 
Don’t be ridiculous. That was just a dream.
I’d suffered an intense shock and reacted subconsciously to Sergeant Gunderson’s insinuation.
Rolling onto my side, I lay there, eyes shut tight, arms wrapped around my ribs.
No one murdered my father. It was an accident. He’d been drunk and burning papers. When he knocked over the liquor bottle, a spark caught the alcohol. With all that old, dry cedar, the boat went up like a torch. 
The image of his body burning in the galley of the sailboat flashes through my mind, and I open my eyes to erase it. I’m safely ensconced in my bedroom with its ivory walls and crimson quilt. And I’m alone. No one hovers in the shadows.
I close my eyes and begin counting breaths backward from one hundred. This is one of Hannah’s techniques that sometimes works for my insomnia. Inhale. Exhale. Ninety-nine. Inhale. Exhale. Ninety-eight. Inhale. Exhale. Ninety-seven. Somewhere around seventy-nine, I fade into sleep.
When I wake up, yellow lamplight bathes the bedroom with old comfort, and I sink back into the worn cotton pillows. How long did I sleep? It must have been nearly midnight when Hannah helped me upstairs and tucked me into bed like I was a little girl. And then there was that dream. That man. 
The Shadow Man.
I glance at the gold wind-up clock beside the lamp and note the time. Four o’clock exactly. It’s weird when that happens. My dad gave me that clock for Christmas the first year we came to live on Cabrera Island. Maybe he got drunk too much, but my dad understood that I disliked technology. He was like that himself. While everyone demanded new tablets and cell phones, I longed to live in the past in a simpler world.
My mother’s silver Chinese box sits on the antique wooden desk beside the old computer. I’m not technologically illiterate, and there are things like the college courses I’m taking this summer that can only be done online. But I prefer to avoid technology.
I don’t belong in this time. Somehow, I ended up being born in the wrong decade, possibly the wrong century. When I was a young homeschooler at the lighthouse, it wasn’t a problem. I borrowed books from the library, wrote with a pen in lined notebooks, talked on the station radio, visited with people who arrived by boat, and wrote proper letters to my grandmother on pretty, patterned notepaper. My mother showed me how to print reading assignments and upload schoolwork, but life moved at a slower, simpler pace. It’s so different here on Cabrera Island, where everyone is plugged in and things move so fast, I always feel ten steps behind.
I open my battered novel and begin reading halfway through. It doesn’t matter where I start. I’ve read this story a million times. Shadow in Hawthorn Bay was my mother’s favorite book when she was a girl. Was it one of their secret books? Deemed evil because of its fantastical storyline? She’d read it to me several times and then given it to me just before she died. She must have been considering suicide for a while and wanted me to have the book, so I’d remember her. I sigh.
As my fingers brush the pages, my mother’s face comes to mind—tanned and egg-shaped, with a straight, thin nose and heart-shaped lips, her long hair windblown and silver-streaked by sun and sea. Her eyes were a clear sky blue, darker than mine—which she called cornflower. My mother loved to draw and paint and had unique names for every color imaginable.
I was almost fourteen then, younger than Maire Urquhart from Hawthorn Bay. My mother said it was a Scottish Gaelic name and should be pronounced Moy-ra. The two of us became fast friends, and why not? Book friends are more dependable than human friends. They never change, they never bully you, and they never leave you. Take tonight, for instance. When all I want to do is stop thinking about my father’s death, Maire’s here waiting for me with her Scottish strength, courage, and feisty determination.
My eyes grow heavy skittering along sentence by sentence, and I’m just about to drop the book and drift back to sleep when the silver box blinks in the periphery. I blink back, then stiffen when I hear my name spoken in a deep voice that’s not my own.
With a quick inhale, I turn and glance around the room, searching for The Shadow Man. My mind registers the time on the gold wind-up clock. Five, exactly. Then the box draws me back. It’s deep and rectangular, the silver tarnished. Perhaps once, it held cigars. Should I open it? Hannah said we could open it together when I felt up to it. 
Then someone shouts my name. Not just my first name but the whole thing: “GRACELYN LOUISE LASSITER.” Adrenalin shoots through my limbs. But curiosity eclipses my terror. Maire Urquhart had been in the Highlands of Scotland when she heard her cousin’s cry for help all the way from Canada.
But who’s calling me? Is this voice an aspect of my subconscious? Is it coming from the box? Or is it something else entirely?
When summoned a third time, I throw off the quilt and pad across the room. As I pick up the silver box, I feel its cool metal against my blistered fingers. Holding it in both hands, I plod back to the bed and perch on the edge. When a sudden chill raises the hair on my arms, I set the box down, climb into bed, and draw the quilt up to my neck.
For a long time, I stare at it, waiting for it to call my name again, for I’ve decided the voice must have come from the box. When it refuses to speak, I reach out and touch the cottage in the background, then run a finger over the bamboo trees, across the bridge, and down the stream. Perhaps it’s some magical portal like the wardrobe to Narnia and requires a physical connection.
Cautiously, I lift the lid. Lying on top of a small pile of folded paper is a worn photograph of my mother in her wedding dress. No triggers. Nothing magical. Unless you consider a pile of memories a device to teleport you back through time. I flip the picture and see my mother’s handwriting: 

Mercy Crouch Lassiter



With her ruby lips turned up in a smile, she seems truly happy. Her cinnamon brown hair is upswept and crowned by a circlet of crimson rosebuds; a pale lacy veil falls elegantly across her shoulders. A few tendrils of hair have fallen free and catch the breeze. I can’t see her eyes at this distance but remember how the color shifted like the shades of a daytime sky, depending on her mood and the lighting. Her long ivory dress is lace over satin and a deep ruffle falls from the bodice. A thick satin ribbon cinches in her tiny waist. She stands alone on the steps of a stone church. Beautiful. A goddess. 
A lump forms in my throat and I swallow hard. I’ve seen this photograph before but not in the last four years. My father hid all photographs and mementoes of my mother after her suicide. He said he couldn’t bear to be reminded of her. And yet, he kept this photograph and judging by the condition of the paper, he’d obviously held it over the years—maybe was holding it just before the fire. Whatever he was burning in the tin pail wasn’t her picture. So, what was it?
I place the photograph on the bedside table and pull out the wad of papers. The thickest is his will. It doesn’t feel right to be reading his private documents; still, I scan it. I’m the beneficiary, but of what I don’t know. Several lines down my eye catches the statement, “cremation with ashes scattered at sea,” and I bite my lip so hard I taste blood. He’d gotten that, hadn’t he?
No more. Not tonight.
And then I see my name scrawled in capital letters on an envelope jammed in the bottom of the box. When I pry it out, two plain gold bands dance beneath it, one bigger than the other. Their wedding rings.
My fingers rip open the envelope before I can stop them, and I pull out a folded paper. It’s a letter from my father. No date. The paper’s from a plain old white notepad, the handwriting in black ink and messy, as if he was drunk, emotional, or both. There’s no question he wrote it. My dad’s writing was a childish cross between printing and writing. Three hard, dark lines emphasize certain points. I begin to read.
My darling girl. If you’re reading this, it’s because I’m gone. I’ve wanted to tell you many times, but I just couldn’t. You’d suffered enough, losing your mother, and leaving the place you loved. But I can’t hide it any longer. You must know the truth.
The truth?
I told everyone that I saw your mother jump from the rocks into the sea that morning. But that’s a lie. Mercy didn’t jump. I pushed her. I pushed her off the cliff.
A strange sound erupts from my throat, and I choke, fling the letter to the floor and stare at it. Can’t read another word. Can’t believe the words I’ve read. Pushed her off the cliff? Into the rocks? Into the sea? 
An image of my mother floating face down in the waves, arms outstretched, flashes through my mind. I gag on the bile that threatens to choke me, swallow hard, and pull my knees in tight. I’m trembling from the inside out. 
MURDER.
I want to run but can’t move. 
MURDERER.
For four years, I’ve hated my mother for leaving me, doted on my father, and tried everything to get him to stop drinking. And now? Now it’s all a lie. My mother didn’t leave me. And my father stayed drunk all those years for a reason. He pushed her. Why? What could my mother have done to justify such a violent act? And how could my father keep it secret all this time?
The answer’s in that letter. It must be. I pluck it up and squeeze the paper hard between my fingertips, staring at letters that make no sense. Dropping it on the bedside table, I sit on the edge of the bed and rub my stinging eyes for God knows how long.
Finally, I stand and smooth out my pajamas, shuffle toward the door and open it. With one hand, I hold the papered wall. My legs are rubber, disconnected from my body but my bare feet shuffle slowly toward Hannah’s bedroom. 
The door’s ajar, an invitation to enter. I shove my shoulder against it and step inside.
“Aunt Hannah?” The words are a scratchy whisper that make my heart thump.
My aunt turns in her bed, squints and rubs her eyes. “Gracelyn? What’s wrong, sweetie? Bad dreams?” She pulls back the covers. “Come on. You can sleep here with me.”
As I hover over her, the words spill from my mouth. “He killed her, Aunt Hannah. He killed her.”






  
  BURN IT


Speaking those words turns my legs to jelly, and I half-roll, half-fall into my aunt’s bed. 
“Killed? Who killed who?” Hannah casts the quilt over me and draws me in. “Aww, you’re shaking like a leaf.”
Between the heat of my aunt’s body and the crush of those arms, I break into sobs. “My dad. He pushed her.”
I rub my eyes with the back of a fist. My throat aches to close and never tell a soul what I’ve read. But no. My father betrayed my mother. He betrayed us all. I must speak the truth at least once, and Hannah is the only one left.
“Who, sweetie? Who did your dad push?”
“My mother.”
“Oh no. That was just a bad dream. Sam would never—”
“YES. He did.” Why can’t she believe me just this once? I should know better. I’d stopped telling her about Seraph’s bullying because she always explained it away. Oh, I’m sure she didn’t mean it, sweetie. Oh, you’re living like sisters. It’s just sibling rivalry. 
Just?
I pull away wanting to scream, but knowing I have no one else. Swallowing my anger, I try to find words to explain so she’ll believe me.
“It wasn’t a dream. He wrote me a letter. A confession. It was in the silver box. He said my mother didn’t jump. He said he pushed her.” I inhale deeply and shudder the exhale. “My father killed my mother.”
“Oh sweetie. I can’t believe—”
“Jesus. Why would I make that up?” An exasperated sob leaves me shaking. I feel like a child who confesses to seeing monsters in their closet and is dismissed.
“Oh, I don’t think you made it up, sweetie. You probably misunderstood.”
You misunderstood. This was another of her explanations.
Hannah pets my hair, and I grit my teeth.
“Where’s this letter now?”
“In my room.”
“Wait here. I’ll get it.”
When she pulls away, I feel a wave of relief wash over me. Once she’s read it, she can’t deny it.
But she’s gone a long time. I lay in the warm bed, shivering and clutching my knees to my chest, wondering what will happen when the truth finally comes out. I want to curl up like a caterpillar and cocoon in this bed forever. How can I ever go out in the world again? For years, I’ve lived with the shame of my mother’s suicide. No one has to say a word. Their looks say it all. 
That poor child. Hannah had to take her in after her mother jumped off a cliff. Father drinks like a fish. 
And now I wonder if my father committed suicide too. Why else would he leave his will and a confession in the silver box on the table?
And then a terrifying thought: What if I hadn’t found the box? What if a
“‘My darling girl. If you’re reading this, it’s because I’m gone. I wanted to tell you this many times, but I just couldn’t. You’d suffered enough, losing your mother, and leaving the place you loved. But I can’t hide it any longer. You must hear the truth, and you must hear it from me. I told everyone I saw your mother jump from the rocks into the sea that morning. That’s a lie. Mercy didn’t jump. I pushed her. I pushed her off the cliff.’”
‘I knew something was wrong between your mother and me. We never talked. She was always out walking or with you or writing or drawing or painting. She changed after Harry died.’”
“‘Early that morning, Mercy went out walking along the rocks, and while she was out, I found her journal under the mattress. Well, since I’m being honest, I didn’t just find it. I saw her hide it there, and I took it. I couldn’t believe what I was reading. Mercy was having an affair.’”
“‘I didn’t see his name. She never wrote it. But it had to be Amos Moses. That man was always hanging around.”’
‘It wasn’t just that she was having an affair. I could almost understand that. We were so remote, and I know it was hard for her to live like that. But she wrote in her journal that she loved him. If it was just an affair, I could have understood, maybe even accepted it. But love? How could I compete with love?’”
“‘I don’t remember everything. I was just so mad. I ripped out the pages and followed her. I waved them in her face, but she didn’t deny it. Instead, she said, ‘Yes, I love him, and there’s nothing you can do about it.’ And I shoved her. If I could take it back, I would, but I can’t. For a moment, she wavered, and then she went over the cliff.’”
‘I didn’t know what to do. I thought of you, Gracelyn. You were only thirteen and if anyone found out, I’d go to prison, and you’d be left alone. I know it was wrong, but I ran.’”
‘I went back and got the journal and hid it in the attic of the Spanish church above the Virgin Mary. I kept the pages I’d ripped out to remind myself of what I’d done.’”
‘I wanted Mercy to tell me it wasn’t true—that she didn’t love someone else. But she couldn’t. And I reacted. I didn’t mean to hurt her. You must believe me.’”
“‘Go to the Spanish church on Feroz Island. Get your mother’s journal and read it. Then you’ll understand. I know I can never take back what I did, but please forgive me, Gracelyn. I love you, and I need your forgiveness.”
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