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Prologue

Three Years Ago

Finnian took another drag on the cigarette he palmed from his dad’s pack. His brother would snitch on him later, but he didn’t care. It was too damned cold and dark out here to care about anything. He glanced up at the Heceta Head Light above, hoping it wouldn’t be too much longer before his father finished fixing the busted lamp with Lightkeeper Brant.

A shadow moved at the door of the Light Tower. A moment later, the beam of the Heceta Head Light cut through the darkness. As it swung south, Finnian saw the rage on his brother’s face as he stalked toward him.

“Why’d you have to go after her of all people?” Joss started in.

Ah, hell. Here we go again. Apparently, Joss still hadn’t gotten over the small matter of losing his prom date to his brother.

 “I can’t help it if she liked me more.” Finnian crossed his arms. “You’re too young for her anyway?”

“You knew I was going to ask her to—”

“You think she would have actually said yes? Yeah, right.”

Joss stood at his fullest height, which wasn’t much. “I’ll never know, will I?” 

“Leave the chicks to me, Joss. You’ve got a long way to go yet.”

Joss shoved him back, rocking him off balance. “You’ve always gotta one-up me. Not anymore. Don’t you ever do that again.”

“Or what? You think you’re better than me because you’re a brown-noser and a nerd? In a real fight, I could kill you.”

“A fight? I’m a year younger than you—how’d that be fair?”

“I never said it’d be fair, little brother,” Finnian shouted.

“I’d kill you with smarts alone. In a real fair fight, you’d be no match for me.”

“You’re a coward, Joss. You always will be.”

This set his brother off. With a blink, Joss threw a solid punch. It caught Finnian off guard and actually knocked him off his feet. If he wasn’t suddenly blind and pissed off, he’d be mildly impressed. Disoriented and dizzy, he slowly came to the realization his eye was bleeding, sending spurts of hot liquid down his cheek. He didn’t think of crying out. He thought of punching back. His brother was about to find out what a real fight looked like.

Before he could move, out of the corner of his left eye, he saw his mother rushing toward them, fear etched into her face. When she saw Finnian’s eye, she stopped running, her expression turning to horror.

He actually smiled apologetically at her, knowing instinctively what he must look like. He’d seen this kind of injury before, in a cow stuck in the eye with a bramble. He was sure it looked worse than it felt. It was numb, like fingers out in the cold morning air too long.

Joss didn’t see her. He reached down to pummel Finnian again, but he was prepared, ducking his head, reaching up with a right uppercut to the stomach. When Joss doubled over, his mother threw herself between them, trying to pull them apart.

“Stop it, boys!”

“Get back!” Finnian shouted at her, trying to shield her from Joss’s flailing fists. His brother’s hand snuck above Finnian’s arm in an attempt to punch him in the jaw, but he hit her face instead. Finnian caught her in midair as Joss stood suddenly motionless, his own eyes glossy with confusion. With his good eye, Finnian watched her eyes close into unconsciousness as he lowered her to the wet grasses by the trail.

His brother’s carelessness filled Finnian with utter rage. It built in him as he touched his mother’s face. How could Joss hurt her? His own mother? No, not on his watch. He would teach his brother a lesson he would never forget.

He stepped over her, careful not to touch her, pushing Joss backward with the heel of his palm. He didn’t stop. He kept pushing until the rage in him boiled over. Then he let his hands do what they wanted, feeling their power as they struck his brother over and over, in the face, the soft belly, the arms. Joss took it. He didn’t fight back.

He split open his brother’s lip, opened a gash in his cheek, bruised his jaw. And when Joss fell, his forehead smashed against a rock. But Finnian wasn’t done. He kicked him as he lay there. Again and again. At some point his brother stopped moving, and the body laid out beneath him struck Finnian as unrecognizable.

Then all was quiet. By degrees, Finnian came back to himself. He finally felt the chill of a cold breeze touch off his face and noticed the Heceta Head Light as it slowly circled. He realized his breath was heaving in his chest, and his mother was stirring behind him.

And then he looked again at his brother, realizing what he had done. Behind him, he heard his mother’s faint whisper.

“Finnian?”

He didn’t turn toward her. Somehow, he didn’t want her to see the last vestiges of anger in his face, didn’t want her to see his disgusting eye. Didn’t want her to see her son lying bloodied on the ground.

“My God.” She gathered Joss into her arms as Finnian turned away toward the darkened field behind them. “You killed my son.”


the girl in the glass
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Present Day

Finnian Bell’s eyes looked identical in the train window’s reflection. Funny, that. How such a perfect mirror could tell such a perfect lie.

He willed himself to turn away, but his reflection held him motionless, despite the clickety-bump of the rail sections below him and the cramp in his leg he’d had ever since the Amtrak train left Texas headed for Portland, Oregon.

The scraggy hair and hand-me-down jeans and T-shirt were all right. At least they were clean. But he’d give anything to hide his ugly eye. It was glaring back at him, mocking his stupidity.

What made you think you could come back? That they would forgive your crime?

Finnian absently rubbed at the scar trailing down from the center of his splotchy, brown iris. It should be blue, like his other, like his mother’s. Would it ever be again?

The old ache hit him in the chest again. He had dreamed of his mother for days, dreamed of her accepting him back with open arms despite... He shook his head to erase the memory of the last time he had seen her, the horror in her eyes turning into accusation as she held the lifeless body laying between them.

He forced his eyes away, and his gaze slipped to a spot beyond him in the window, toward a seat across the aisle. A girl sat there. She didn’t look much younger than he was, maybe seventeen or eighteen, and she had a beautiful up-tilt to the shape of her eyes and mouth. Even through the glass he could tell she was crying.

Finnian did not turn, did not blink. He simply stared at her. She seemed unaware of her surroundings, utterly silent, letting her tears flow unchecked down her cheeks. The other passengers sat in random seats around her, talking, laughing, oblivious in their own cares.

He understood as the other passengers could not. They would suffer a similar pain at some point in their lives but, in this moment, only Finnian was imprisoned in the glass with this girl, locked in her reflection of his pain.

A hulking blur blew through his reverie, blocking his view of the girl. Someone was walking past, but he did not move on.

“Whoa, little lady!” the man said. “Where you headin’?”

Finnian turned at once, not for any other reason but to hear the sound of this girl’s voice as if somehow it would prove she was real, that she lived and breathed outside the glass world he had created.

“Away,” she said. The girl was real. Finnian heard it in the muted tone of her voice, saw it in the perfect symmetry of her eyes. Her beauty was quiet and faded, as if not so long ago she’d had her light snuffed out by something or someone.

She held a piece of paper in her hand and seemed not to care that her tears smeared the ink of the words. Was it a love letter? News of a death? His curiosity turned him from his inward thoughts for the first time in weeks.

“Where’s away, then, beautiful?” the man said, in the unmistakable accent of the Deep South.

He finally gave the man his full attention. He couldn’t be more than twenty and, given his severe crew cut, Finnian guessed he was probably on leave from the military.

The man leaned over the girl, leering at her with weak, bleary eyes.  It got Finnian’s back up, but he took a few deep breaths and tried to focus his thoughts. He wasn’t about to break his promise of nonviolence over a drunk guy bothering some girl.

The girl bit her lip, sniffled a little, and slowly formulated a reply. “Doesn’t matter. It’s not where you’re going.”

“You never know. What’s your name, sweetheart? You gettin’ off at the next stop?”

The guy made to slip in beside her, and the sudden fear in her eyes pulled Finnian to his feet. Before he knew it, he’d grabbed the drunk’s arm.

His free hand flew up as if to strike back out of reflex. In that instant, Finnian hesitated as he never had before. Normally, his fists would fly, consequences be damned. Not this time.

“Get off me. What’s with your eye? You wanna scar up the other one? I can help you with that.” He balled up his other fist, waiting for Finnian’s move. For a fraction of a second, he almost went for it, his boxing training with his mentor, old Remi, coming back to him after just a few months away.

What was he doing? Had he forgotten his promise? Finnian let go, stepped back, tried not to look at the girl. He felt her eyes on him but couldn’t see her expression. He tried a different approach.

“Can’t you see the girl is grieving? She’s lost the love of her life, and you’re hassling her?”

The man’s weak eyes bugged out a bit, and a grimace lit his face as the realization hit. Finnian supposed a white lie wouldn’t hurt the girl, and if it were true, then his saying it aloud couldn’t do any more harm than was already done. He glanced down at her to make sure.

She stared, open-mouthed, at his right eye, confusion and interest registering on her face. He knew the look well. Usually, he’d stare right back at the gawkers, which always made them back down and mind their own business. But in this girl’s amber-colored eyes, he was shocked to see a mirror of his own grief. Her eyes were stricken yet steady as a wolf’s on his own.

The guy backed away from them both, clearing his throat awkwardly, stumbling a bit from the movement of the train on his way out of the car. Finnian himself grew uncomfortable under her gaze until he realized what she was doing. Trying to get her emotions under control, trying to make her face into a mask. He knew the technique well, and he was a master at it.

He knew he wouldn’t see her again, but he couldn’t seem to get the apology he wanted to say out of his mouth. He pressed his lips together instead and gave her a slow nod of goodbye.

She tilted up her chin in defiance, reached down to grab her bag, and stalked toward the next train car without a backward glance.

Finnian blew out a breath and shook his head. That’s what he got for butting in where he didn’t belong. He curled back into his seat, wishing he could disappear into that perfect lie again.

I don’t belong anywhere. He touched the cool glass, covering his eye so he wouldn’t have to look at it anymore.

I’m a ghost. A ghost in the glass.


the vagrant
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1935

Carina Jane ripped her mother’s letter into smaller and smaller shreds. If she had a box of matches, she’d have burned it too.

“Good riddance,” Carina said to the harbor water, a sunrise smear of yellow hiding its dark depths. With grim satisfaction, she pushed the paper bits under the surface, so no one would ever find them. 

Oh, eventually her mother would find out the letter never arrived at the Post Office. Maybe by the time her mother expected word back from Aunt Bettina, they’d realize it was an awful idea. Why would her own mother make her part of this hideous business, anyway? Why would she help them give away her own little sister?

Carina tucked short, brown flyaways behind her ear, wishing she’d brought her knit cap to keep them out of her eyes. Another glance at the sun over the roofs of Seagrave, Oregon told her the morning was getting away from her. She had better get on back to the ranch. Her pa was sore at her for forgetting to muck Keebee’s stall yesterday, but that was nothing. Tonight, her parents were going to kill her when they found out what she’d done.

***

A three-mile walk later, Carina unlatched the gate and high-tailed it across the field straight toward the barn, determined to jump on any chores her father had left for her to do. That’s when she noticed a bindle sitting out on a barrel by the barn door. It had a sleeping bag tied to it and was chock full of travel gear, including a pot hanging from a strap. A hobo’s pack maybe? Since the Depression started, they’d had a few come by looking for food, work, or mischief through the years. Pa had run them all off.

Sure, the Jane family had the ranch, but it wasn’t much to speak of now. Before the Depression hit, they had had more livestock to sell over in Kennedy. Her parents had been proud back then, proud that they were prospering in such a hard country. Seagrave’s economy mostly relied on fishing and timber work. But even the lumber money was drying up now because no one could afford to build houses anymore. And only the butcher in town and a few towns over were buying pa’s beef cattle anymore.

The bindle got her hackles up. She wasn’t going to take any chances. The last thing the Jane family needed—if her folks were willing to give up their own child to save money—was a stolen chicken or cow. She crept over silently despite her clunky work boots. She peered around the door to get a handle on the situation.

A guy, not but a year or two older than her, stood by Keebee’s stall, staring at the chestnut mare’s eyes. His overalls and work shirt were faded but strangely clean for a hobo. He must be thinking about stealing the horse. He had that look about him. She could tell by his muscles and height he was too hard-boiled for her to take him down without some sort of weapon. She took hold of a shovel lying against the barn wall and gripped it tight. If she tried to open the barn door, he’d hear the squeal of the hinge. She glanced around outside to find something to spook Keebee with. She caught sight of an old horseshoe kicked off in a mud puddle.

Perfect! She tip-toed through the dirt to retrieve it. The shuffle of hay inside the barn made her heart thrum. If he ventured outside, she’d lose the element of surprise. She snuck around toward the back of Keebee’s stall. The horse whinnied at her, and Carina wiped the sweat from her palm on her dusty overalls. She reached up to the window and slipped the horseshoe over the edge.

As expected, flighty, young Keebee spooked beautifully at the noise and came up off her forelegs. He swore loudly, and there was a shifting of hooves and boots in the straw. As she raced around the edge of the barn, she heard him unlatch Keebee’s rusty stall door.

This was going better than she expected. She gripped the shovel in one hand and swung open the barn door. It screeched louder than ever, but she saw no help for it. The door on the other side was even worse. She’d have to talk to pa about oiling those up one of these days.

Where is pa, anyway? she wondered.

She rushed toward the stall, shovel held high while he was fully occupied whispering sweet nothings to calm Keebee. With this guy’s muscles up close and personal, his strength gave her a gulp of fear. That was enough to blow her cover. He turned and saw the shadow of the shovel on the wall, twisting around in time to catch the shovel’s handle as she bore down on him.

“You better scram!” she yelled.

“What—?”

Carina didn’t let him finish as she shoved him up against Keebee’s flank. The horse whinnied and pulled away.

“Are you trying to steal this horse, girl?”

“You kidding me?” 

She managed to get the shovel up near his head but only succeeded in knocking his flat cap off. “Let go!”

“You tried to kill me! I’m not givin’ it back to you.” He pushed her back with the handle of the shovel, and she stumbled back into a warm, fresh pile of Keebee’s unhelpful shit.

She glared up at him in a fury, and he winced. If she were on her feet, she’d punch that wince right off his face. As it was, her butt was suctioned to Keebee’s manure, and she felt irritatingly embarrassed.

“Idiot!”

“What are you trying to do?” he demanded.

“Isn’t it obvious? Trying to bash your head in with my shovel, that’s what.”

“Your shovel?” He put a hand on his hip and tilted his head, looking childishly perplexed.

“I’m not going to discuss my shovel’s finer qualities with you while I’m sittin’ in a pile of manure.”

That seemed to jolt him from his stupor. Out of reflex, he reached out to help her up but then appeared to think better of it.

“You gonna try and hit me again?”

She squinted at him. “Depends. You gonna get the hell out of here before I call the coppers?”

“You call the coppers? I’m the one who ought to call them. I won’t be letting some transient trounce in here and steal my boss’s horse on my first day.”

“What?” She narrowed her eyes so hard at him it hurt her head. “Your what?”

“Mr. Henry Jane,” he said, with a snooty tilt to his head, “You know, the man who owns this ranch?”

Her eyebrows went up faster than a firecracker. Pa hired summer help? He said he’d never do it—never ever. Said he’d make Carina work her keep until it broke her back, and wouldn’t that just make her even more worthless to him.

She clamped her open jaw shut, relaxed her shoulders, and suddenly found the amusement in this ridiculous situation. He raised his eyebrows at the sudden change in her. She smiled or smirked—she couldn’t tell how it looked to him, and she didn’t much care—and raised her arm for him to help her up. He must have taken it as a sign she’d skedaddle because his hand met hers, and he yanked her from the foul-smelling Keebee squish.

Now she was eye to eye with him—well, he was about a head taller than her, but that was beside the point—she gave him a right and proper scowl.

“Well, boy, you’re looking at the boss’s daughter, and you can bet he’s gonna be hearing about this!”

It was his turn to drop his jaw. In his apparent confusion, he unceremoniously let go of her hand, and she fell back into her familiar new chair. This time, it wasn’t nearly so comfortable.

“Are you a lunatic or what?”

He shook his head, dipped his head in apology, and scrambled to help her up with a bit more cordiality, she noticed grimly. Fool boy!

“I—I’m so sorry, Miss... ah...”

“You’ll figure it out for yourself soon enough if you last longer than a day out here.”

“The name’s Morgan Graves. Again, I’m sorry. Truly. When you came after me with the shovel, I assumed...”

Carina raised her chin at him and pulled at the reeking skirt stuck to her bum. Then she retrieved his cap at her feet, dropped it “accidentally” on Keebee’s pile and smushed it in nice and deep with her boot.

“Well, Mister Graves, let me give you an itsy-bitsy piece of advice: don’t come near me again, or I’ll have my father get the coppers after you and you’ll be spending the night in the jailhouse down at Kennedy.”

Then with as much dignity as she possessed given the circumstances, she trudged from the stall with a sticky sort of shuffle, not even brave enough to glare at him as she left.

***

Carina waddled up to the house, holding her nose against the smell coming off her rump. She’d never in her life had such a bizarre encounter. She should have him fired. Yes, she’d talk to pa and tell him what this cretin did to her. He’d fire the fool on the spot.

She stopped. Grimaced. Wrinkled her nose. If she told pa about Morgan’s part, she’d have to explain her part. Perhaps it was better left unsaid, but how would she face that guy again?

Well, she’d have to, and that was that. After all, she was the boss’s daughter. She’d just ignore him until he was on his way. Yes. Good plan. Besides, she was getting what she wanted: extra help around the ranch. This might give her a chance to slip away and search for a job. Yes, this might be just her ticket out of here if she worked it right.

She marched up to the house, anxious to get cleaned up before pa saw her. The moment she flipped open the door, ma glanced back from her dish washing and frowned.

“What is that awful smell, Rina?”

Carina turned around to give her the full view. No getting around ma when she was guarding the kitchen. She heard a gasp and felt oddly pleased at shocking her docile, delicate mother. She hadn’t yet come up with a good story for this mess, so she went with the simplest solution.

“Keebee tried to kick me, and I fell into a pile of her manure. Help me wash?”

“Silly girl! It’s always something with you.” She wiped the sweat from her forehead and motioned Carina forward.

Carina pulled the clingy skirt away from her legs and walked across the creaking wooden floor of the cramped kitchen. Through the stench, she caught the scent of supper going on the stove. Vegetable stew, she guessed. Say what pa would about her mother’s lack of usefulness, she was still an excellent cook.

“Did you meet the new help out there?”

“Where’s pa?” Carina deflected.

“He’s out in the field somewhere, I expect. Don’t know for sure. Did you meet the new hire, Rina?” her mother persisted.

“Yes,” she said, trying not to grit her teeth or give anything away. Then she couldn’t stand it anymore. “Why did pa hire help all of a sudden? He swore he’d never.”

She wouldn’t even look Carina in the eye.

Carina gripped her mother’s arm. “What’s happened?”

Her mother shook her head and motioned for Carina to lift her boot up. Carina didn’t let her mother off the hook. She crossed her arms and waited.

“He’s got in a temper.”

“We’ve seen him rage about a thousand times before.” Carina scoffed at her mother’s oh-so-delicate way of describing her father’s tempers. “What’s different this time?”

“He was bothered I sent you off to town... with the letter.”

“He said you can’t give away your own daughter, right? That you’re mad to even think it?”

“No. He agreed with me, Carina.”

“What?” What on earth was wrong with them both? It ought to be illegal to give away your own kids. “Him too? If you’re going to send someone off, why Lucy? Why not me? I can go off to Kennedy and find real work. Paying work. I’d give you everything I earned.”

“You know why.”

“Oh, right. So he can work me like a dog forever. What about this new guy? Isn’t that what he’s for?”

“He won’t be here but for summer work.”

“I don’t understand. If you both agree to this madness, why is pa angry?”

“I asked your Aunt Bettina to take Lucy in for a year.” Ma paused and wiped her forehead. “Your pa wanted them to take her for longer.”

Carina gripped the chair back and breathed out a shaky breath. “How much longer?” she managed to get out in an even tone.

Another weighted silence. “Till she turns thirteen.”

“You mean until she’s old enough to put to work in the fields.”

“Yes.”

The whole situation was intolerable. Now that her father was in on it, she’d have a devil of a time convincing them otherwise. Tomorrow, she’d come up with a brilliant plan to fix this. First things first, though: she needed a good scrubbing.

She held up her boot to her mother. “Help me get these off?”

Her mother looked both relieved and suspicious Carina had shut her big mouth on the subject, but she got to working on Carina’s bootlaces anyhow.

Yes, Ma, I’ll hush up and bide my time until I hit on the right solution. You won’t pull Lucy from the mother—and sister—she desperately needs. I won’t allow it.

***

An hour later, scrubbed pink-clean and dressed in a fresh skirt and shirt, Carina walked into the kitchen to find everyone seated at the table waiting for her. She glared first at her pa. His heavy-lidded eyes narrowed with irritation at the sight of her. She had a small pang in her chest as she studied his thin lips, slicked-back brown hair, and plain features with a critical eye. She wished she knew how to respect that man. He’d never done a thing to earn it as far as she was concerned.

Carina glanced at Lucy, just seven years old, shyly sneaking glimpses at the stranger sitting across from her. Lucy was her little bowl of sunshine—a baby, really. And they wanted to toss her out only because she was too young for them to work to the bone? She glanced at Morgan sitting in her seat. An extra chair sat empty right next to him. She resisted the overwhelming urge to throw a temper tantrum herself, right then and there.

Morgan flashed her an awkward smile and adjusted his chair to give her more space. Probably waiting for her to give him up to the boss man. She was tempted, but it didn’t fit with her plan. So she held her tongue and took the place next to him without even a sideways glance.

“You met the new boy, Carina?” Pa was goading her, but all she mustered was a hard stare.

“We met earlier, Mr. Jane,” Morgan offered in her stead, a bit too meekly, she thought. Of course, he would because he wants to keep his sorry new job. He made that abundantly clear when he dumped her in Keebee’s manure.

“You’ll answer when I’m asking you a question, girl,” her father said gruffly, ignoring Morgan, which pleased her a little too much. It also embarrassed her to no end. As long as she didn’t make eye contact with Morgan, she could pretend he wasn’t there.

“Yes, I met him.”

Her father raised an eyebrow. “You’re going to teach him the ropes around here, ‘cause I ain’t got time for it. You hear me?”

He was waiting for her to respond, but she couldn’t get the words out without saying something she oughtn’t.

“Don’t make me ask you twice.”

“I hear you, pa.” She tried hard to keep the sarcasm out of her voice, but she didn’t succeed.

“And you don’t run errands for your ma without my say so. You should never have gone to town with the letter without checking with me first.” With that, her father released her from his unnerving stare and dug deep into his stew bowl to start his daytime meal.

Carina gripped her fork and tried not to blurt out anything she’d regret later. She couldn’t let her anger get the better of her. There was too much at stake. So she scooped up a spoonful of her own stew and attempted a blank expression.

Her mother was next to break the icy silence after a time. “Morgan, later today I’ll fit you out in Carina’s room for the time being. You should find it will suit your needs—”

“My room?” Carina glanced at Morgan, who had turned an embarrassing shade of pink and hung his head to hide it.

“You’ll sleep in Lucy’s room for the summer.”

Oh, sure. Of course. I’ll just let this stranger take over my room, pry into my personal things. Why couldn’t he sleep out in the barn with the rest of the beasts?

She dug her boot into his beneath the table, gave him a sugary smile, and asked him to pass the butter.

He fumbled for the butter bowl, nodding profusely. “Here,” he whispered, dumping it into her hands.

She stared pointedly at him while she cut a pat of butter. Maybe he was soft in the head. She shrugged her shoulders and focused on buttering her bread. This was going to be a long summer if she didn’t get out of here fast.

***

After cleaning up from an awkward and silent lunch, Carina joined her father and Morgan out in the barn. He was teaching Morgan the proper way to give Keebee a rubdown.

Her father glanced over at her when the barn door slammed. “Finish explaining to the boy here how to cool down Keebee. Then head over to the lower field. Some work needs doin’ out there.”

“All right,” she said.

Explaining anything to this goof would be a wasted exercise. She nodded, knowing she’d be unable to say a word that wouldn’t drip of annoyance. As she looked Morgan up and down—from worn-in, ancient boots to a scruffy head of hair—she realized it might be fun to boss him around while he was still so meek and compliant.

As her father headed on, she saw relief flood his shoulders. For some reason, it irritated her.

“I’m sorry, Miss Jane, about earlier. And about... the room arrangement.”

She threw a dry brush at him, which he caught without a flinch. “That’s quite a gentlemanly apology, Mr. Graves. Studying to be a hoity toit?”

“It’s what my ma taught me. Er, being gentlemanly, that is.”

“You, a gentleman? Ha! How old are you anyway?”

“I’m eighteen. And… you?”

“Don’t you know you’re not supposed to ask that of a lady?” she huffed. Then looking down her nose at him, she said, “Seventeen. And as soon as I’m eighteen I’m getting the hell out of here.” Of course, she hoped to leave sooner than that, but she certainly wasn’t going to tell Morgan Graves that.

“You’d want to leave Seagrave?” He seemed surprised. “It’s beautiful up here in the woods. And you’ve got a direct view of Cape Sorrow Island and Light. Not many can boast that.”

She supposed he meant that most Seagrave residents’ views were blocked by the headland to the south. Only old Josiah Smithy lived way up in the hills near the Jane Ranch, but he mostly lived off charity and selling woodcarvings.

“You can bet your pants on it. Where you from?” She crossed and uncrossed her arms, feeling nosy. “You travel from upstate?”

Morgan hesitated. “No,” he replied, glancing away.

“That’s it?” She swatted at a couple of buzzing flies. “That’s all you’re gonna say?”

He opened his mouth, snapped it shut, and then opened it again.

“Yes.”

“What are you hiding?”

“I am not hiding. I’m not talking. There’s a difference.”

“Is there, Mr. Graves? I don’t think so.”

“As you said, you’re the boss’s daughter. Why would you want to know anything about me anyway?”

“I’m a naturally curious creature.” She blinked at him innocently. “Besides, I wanna know how you squeezed a job out of my father. I’ve asked him repeatedly to hire on help here, but he’s always refused, saying I need to muscle up and do the work myself.”

His eyes widened. “He makes you do the farm work?”

“Are you kidding? This isn’t the turn of the century, you know. But there are some things I can’t do without an extra pair of hands. Besides, the work runs faster if it ain’t just one working.”

He whistled through his teeth, obviously impressed.

“Thought me high society, did you?” She rolled her eyes. “Going to society balls and drinking tea in the afternoon? That’s me, right? Ha!”

His ruddy cheeks flamed red, and she was surprised it made her notice him for once. Or at least his skin anyway. It was smooth and tanned with a spray of freckles over the bridge of his nose. 

She rubbed at the freckles on her own nose, wondering what sort of work he was used to. He had muscles to spare, but if he wasn’t used to hard labor, he was sure in for a treat now. Pa was an unrelenting taskmaster.

“I didn’t mean—I guess I’m not used to hanging around girls. Or anyone for that matter.”

Carina didn’t miss the pained expression flashing across his face. This Morgan Graves was a strange sort. Where did he grow up—the Sahara? She’d weasel it out of him sooner or later.

“All right, so you know nothing useful in general, but do you know horses?”

He shook his head slowly.

“What use are you, exactly?”

“I’m a quick learner.”

“We’ll see about that,” she said as she took up another brush from the bin.

When Morgan grasped her arm, she recoiled out of reflex. He quickly withdrew but not before she felt annoyance mixed with a teensy bit of tingly pleasure.

What’s this all about? she thought.

“Sorry, I wanted to say thank you for not mentioning this morning’s, ah, situation, to your father.”

“It wasn’t for your sake. I couldn’t tell him what you did without him finding out what I did. All that’s best kept to ourselves, I think.”

Morgan smiled. “Agreed.”

She hoped her own smile was as bland as pudding. “Yeah, well, irritate me again, and I’ll make sure he hears of it. Agreed?”

He frowned, but his lips crept into a bright grin. “Yes ma’am.”

“Now to work, Mr. Graves.”

“Please call me Morgan, Miss Jane.”

“Then call me Carina, Mr. Graves, because this formality nonsense is ridiculous.”

“All right... Carina.”

The sound of her name in his mouth sounded like the crisp crunch of a harvest apple. She loved the way he said it, with the barest hint of an English accent.

“Your father was showing me how to rub Keebee down.”

He broke through her thoughts, and she shook her head to clear them out. “Yes, we’ll continue with that.” Morgan took the other brush and stood watching her. She suddenly felt self-conscious, which was plain silly. She tried to remember she was doing the bossing today. “Now, a good rubdown is critical after a hard ride. Otherwise, a horse can get colic. A rubdown is also important after a short walk or trot. It’s the way the horse sweats, see?”

Morgan nodded, interested. “What’s going on with her foreleg there?” He pointed toward Keebee’s bandage.

“Ah, last week she got spooked by a raccoon and stepped wrong in a mud puddle. We’re giving her time to rest it up before we use her hard again. Always best. Don’t want to damage her leg permanently with foolish impatience.”

“Right.”

“Here’s the best way to do it,” Carina said, smoothing out Keebee’s flanks with the brush. “Go in the direction her hair grows, taking extra time on her back where the saddle sits. Now you try.”

With a nod, Morgan took the brush from her outstretched hand and went to work. Carina was surprised he listened to her at all. She wasn’t used to that. Mostly she was just used to getting yelled at by her father.

She sighed at the thought. He’d probably find some fault with her instruction to Morgan. She felt the itch to be gone from this tired, old place again. She felt it so strongly she almost opened her mouth and blabbed it to him. She bit her lip hard instead.

But Morgan saw her. “What? Did I do something wrong?”

“No, nothing. You’ve done good work.”

He actually beamed with pleasure at the compliment.

“All right. Let’s stop here and go catch up to pa. He has no patience. You’ll learn that soon enough. I can show you more about Keebee afterward if there’s time.”

“Right.” Morgan slapped the barn dust from his hands on his pants and tilted his chin up. That’s when she noticed he had a pretty pair of green eyes. Not only that, he had these adorable dimples that reminded her of her sweet cousin, Joshua. She sure didn’t peg him for a farm boy. For one thing, he was too darned genteel.

Carina tossed the brush aside and made her way out into the brisk sunlight, Morgan in tow.

“How long has your father ranched out here?” he said.

“Longer than I’ve been around. Can’t remember if they ever told me.”

They were both silent for a while as they trudged through the vegetable garden.

Then out of nowhere, he asked, “Do you like living in Seagrave?”

She raised her eyebrows. “Why do you wanna know?”

“Making conversation is all.” He flushed red again. 

Carina rather enjoyed making him do that. But she didn’t much want to answer. It was a complicated thing. 

“Yes and no. Don’t like ranching work. I guess I wouldn’t mind it much if my father weren’t yelling at me all the time. I love the ocean when I get the time to watch the storm waves from the window and such.”

“I love the Pacific too. I don’t ever want to leave.”

“So you plan to stay in Seagrave, then?”

“Oh, yes. Couldn’t bear a single day away.”

Something about the way he spoke about Seagrave made it sound as if he’d grown up there. Wasn’t he a drifter? Or had she only assumed that? His name sure did sound familiar.

She covered her mouth and the words came out muffled with shock. “You’re the lightkeeper’s son!”

Morgan’s mouth drew into a tight line, and she knew she had hit on it.

A second later she realized everything he was feeling, or at least thought she did. She knew the story. Everyone knew it. The sheriff had spread the news around town.

The accident. Or as the gossips had it: murder.


the encounter in the wood
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Present Day

It had been a long time since Finnian had been in a small seaside town. His wandering had taken him mostly to the inland states, the flat fields of the Midwest and the humid, rural roads of Texas. He loathed admitting it given his commercial fishing background, but he missed the ocean air, the endless fog, the familiar waves. He missed the sunset over the sea. Until this moment, he hadn’t realized how homesick he had been for his old Northwest haunts.

As he lumbered toward the shoreline, his heavy backpack weighing him down, he studied the waves again. They were the same as he remembered, those old West Coast waves. Not too high, not too small. A low roar and docile roll from a distance, but he knew how deceptively calm the Pacific could be. And how violent.

The trees and ferns up ahead were a riot of vivid greens. He had been in the city for far too long. Even passing through Portland on his way here stirred up too many painful memories. He wasn’t ready to face his past yet. For now, he would disappear into Seagrave where no one knew him, where he could mentally prepare for what was coming and make a plan. He would be a ghost. A drifter. No one here would ever know what he had done.

Finnian caught a glimpse of a girl walking up ahead on the dirt road, a bag in each hand. It was the girl from the train. The nameless girl who had stared relentlessly at him when he came to her rescue.

And here she was again, walking down the road as if it weren’t the strangest thing in the world. How could she be here in this little insignificant town? Did she have family here? She sure hadn’t hitched down with a trucker as he had. She must have taken the Greyhound bus south to Seagrave.

It almost made him angry. That she had screwed up his plans. That eventually she would learn who he was if she lived here.

Finnian slowed his pace. She wouldn’t want to face him again. He had seen her in her most vulnerable state, and she didn’t seem the type to want to share that kind of thing. He walked on but kept to a fair distance.

When the girl should have turned left toward the tiny town of Seagrave, she turned right down a small path into the deep woods leading toward the sea cliffs. He grimaced. That was the direction he was going. If he wasn’t careful, he’d catch up with her. She didn’t look around. She didn’t look back. She kept her eyes focused on her feet. She didn’t seem to see the trees or feel the wind. She reminded Finnian of himself, when he had spent countless days hitchhiking cross-country. When he had nowhere to go but away.

Finnian noticed her hair this time around. It was so black it appeared almost silver-blue in the dappled sunlight filtering through the trees. She had had it up in some kind of bun on the train. Now it fanned out across her shoulders, the chaotic wind lifting it from time to time.

He couldn’t fault the drunken idiot on the train. Any guy would be a fool not to try for her. Even he would have in another life. Now he just hoped she would turn off his path, so he would never have to see her again.

The girl followed another bend away from him just as he made it to the trail. He hoped she wouldn’t look back, hoped he wouldn’t have to explain why he was here. Knew he wouldn’t be able to stop himself from asking her what the hell she was doing out here too.

She was heading toward the sea. From what he could tell, only Cape Sorrow lay off in this direction. So either she was going to visit the lighthouse or her family lived in a cabin along the coastline somewhere. It seemed more and more ludicrous she should be here at all.

When he rounded the bend, a branch snapped under his foot. To his ears, it might have been a pistol shot. Unbelievably, the girl kept walking. Either she didn’t hear it or assumed it was the sound of a nearby deer or elk.

Finnian stopped a moment. He no longer heard her. She must have walked on out of earshot. He kept going, taking greater care to quiet his steps. Once he made it around the next bend in the trail, he ought to get a glimpse of her again. He straddled a fallen Douglas fir that had split and fallen across the trail.

“Stay away from me!” was all he heard before the girl jumped out from behind the tree and drowned his eyes with what he guessed was pepper spray.

“What the hell?” He rubbed his eyes trying to get a good look at her, but they were already starting to water.

“What are you doing here?” she yelled. “Who are you?”

Her bags lay haphazard around her, and she was rubbing her palms where the handles had chafed them. She most definitely recognized him. He had one of those faces people could pick out in a lineup. Unusual. Inescapable. Who could ever forget heterochromic eyes?

Before he even had enough sense to respond, he started to feel it. The burning, itching, blinding pain.

“Why are you following me?”

The only thing he could muster was “I can’t bloody see anything. Hand me some water out of my bag.”

“Answer me or I’ll do it again.”

“I’m not gonna hurt you.” His eyes were burning pools of acid.  “I’m heading out to the lighthouse.”

“Why?”

“Give me a minute, if you don’t mind overmuch. My face is on fire just now.”

Finnian saw through his blurry, bulbous tears that she had backed away from him at that. He set his pack down and rummaged around blindly for his water canteen. He ripped the cap open, tilted his head, and let the cool liquid stream through his eyes.

He put his sleeves to his face to mop up the excess, hoping he wouldn’t spread the pepper oil too much across his face. He didn’t know much about it, but he knew he didn’t have anything to hand that would immediately give him relief other than the water. He’d have to wait it out.

“What did you do that for?” he asked her, his eyes squeezed shut.

“You telling me you wouldn’t do the same? A stranger follows you from a train out into the middle of the forest on a deserted trail, and you wouldn’t pull the trigger?”

Finnian wasn’t going to argue the point while he was crying his eyes out in front of a girl. He turned the tables. “What are you doing out here, anyway? No place for a girl alone.”

“What would you know about it?”

He stood there a moment longer, not surprised at her reaction but dumbfounded as to how to respond.

“Look, I’m sorry I scared you,” he said, admirably squelching the urge to yell at her instead.

“I wasn’t scared. You startled me.”

“Sure. I break out the pepper spray every time I get startled. Why didn’t you give that drunk a dunking? He deserved it more than I do.” 

“Did you follow me here?” she asked, her voice sharp as a jackknife.

He laughed, trying to decrease the tension and focus his own attention on anything other than the pain. “I was about to ask you the same thing.”

She was not amused. Frankly, neither was he. He just felt confused.

“I hitched down here with a trucker, and I imagine you took the Greyhound bus. As I said before, I’m on my way to Cape Sorrow.”

Her voice softened a bit into her own confusion. “Why?”

Since he was trying to put her at ease, he kept his tone low. “I’ve signed on to work there with Keeper Matthew Vaughn. Restoration project. I have some experience restoring lighthouses.”

“I didn’t ask you about your experience.”

Finnian raised an eyebrow, which brought on a fresh bout of burning to his eye, but he said nothing. He waited for her to reveal her destination, but an answer didn’t seem forthcoming.

His curiosity got the best of him. “Are you headed there yourself?”

The girl seemed annoyed at the question. She stood there, hands on her hips. He knew that stance well. It was a fighting stance. He took a few steps toward her, palms open and at his sides, mentally willing her to relax.

“Dammit,” she muttered under her breath. “That’s where I’m going.”

He stopped short. “Do you live in Seagrave?”

“I don’t see how that’s any of your business.”

He couldn’t help the look of sarcasm on his face, but he tried to wipe it away with an eye squeeze and a sleeve swipe.

“Only curious as to why you’re on the same trail I am, considering I met you hours ago in Portland miles away from here. It’s a strange coincidence, don’t you think?”

“Uh yeah,” she said, her tone utterly deadpan. “Meeting on the train was a coincidence. Meeting on this trail? Not so much.”

“Why is that?” He took another few steps toward her.

“I’m the keeper’s daughter.”

Whatever he had expected her to say, it wasn’t that. Took him a moment to start breathing again. Then he realized something else that took his breath away. For the next three months, he’d be in the keeper’s residence with this girl, day in and day out. Even longer if there were setbacks on the restoration. He wasn’t sure if that thrilled or terrified him.

“Pleasure to make your acquaintance,” he said, the formality of his words feeling strange in his mouth. “I’m Finnian B—” He nearly said his real last name, which scared the hell out of him. He hadn’t used the name Bell in years. “Finnian Cole,” he finished with an awkward crack in his voice.

“Tiria Vaughn.” She gave one curt nod. “Irish?”

“A bit,” he replied. “Irish in you, too, eh?”

“More than a bit.”

“Figured.”

“Some Japanese and Belgian too,” she countered, scowling briefly.

A surprising mix, which explained her unusual eyes and pale olive skin. But it wasn’t even the classic Irish temper Finnian saw in her. It was much more than that. She was a firecracker who had had her light put out.

“You on summer break from school?”

She nodded imperceptibly, and then glanced west, toward the sounds of seagulls circling above. “My last year at Lincoln High School.”

So that’s why she had been on the train. She lived in Portland. And he was a sophomore at Lincoln before he ran away. He didn’t remember her, but then he was always bumming around with the seniors on the football team and asking out the chicks on the cheerleader squad.

“We’d best get going,” he said, the pepper spray making him antsy. “The sun is setting.”

“We?”

He was embarrassed he may have said the wrong thing. “Well, seeing how we’re going the same direction, it’s likely we’ll have a hard time avoiding each other.”

Tiria blew a strand of hair out of her eyes and pressed her lips into a thin line. “Can you even see to walk?” 

“Only just. Maybe you can lead the way. ‘Course you’d likely lead me directly off a cliff. I suppose I’ll take my chances.”

Tiria stared at him for so long that he was desperate to look away, but he stubbornly held her gaze. Not as a challenge but as a way to see the truth of what she felt about him, no matter how painful that realization might be.

“Your eyes. What do they call that again?”

“Heterochromia.”

“I read about that. Genetic?”

Finnian didn’t flinch. “Usually.”

He waited to see if she would leave it at that, but he couldn’t read her expression. Her eyes were hard stones, stoic and silent. When she finally looked away toward the sea, she picked up her bags and shrugged her shoulders.

Finnian blew out a shaky breath, blinked away some tears, and fell into step beside her on the path.

After a few yards, he noticed her luggage seemed to be tiring her out again. He ventured a small peace offering. “I can carry your bags if you like.”

“I’m fine,” she said, not even glancing his way, though her walk turned into more of a quick march after that.

A faded sign marked another overgrown path. He nearly missed it because he barely saw anything through his tears anyway, but he was surprised she did too. If she lived here, wouldn’t she be familiar with it? He thought better of asking. She seemed to dig questions as much as he did.

The cascading cliffs overlooking Cape Sorrow Island and its namesake lighthouse lay ahead. Tiria dropped her baggage and stared open-mouthed at the colossal sun-splotched sea spreading out beneath them. Finnian paused with her, glancing sideways at her expression. She seemed not to see anything but the ever-moving waves.

Finnian finally looked—really looked—at the ocean himself. Somehow, he thought it would look different when he got older, some three years after the last time, but the Pacific never changed. He was the one who had changed. Before, he was arrogant and reckless, his future full of promise. Now? He was a shadow. A ghost. A nothing.

After a time, she said, “I’ve never seen the sea before.” The wind caught away the edges of her voice. The irritation was gone from her words, replaced by nothing short of awe.

Finnian didn’t know why, but the revelation seemed intensely personal as if the girl were admitting a secret she wouldn’t tell any other living soul. Why had she told him?

She tilted her head toward him, and he held her gaze for a moment.

“Not even when you were a kid?” he asked.

With a shake of her head, she picked up her bags and walked on.

So that was why she didn’t seem to know her way around here. She’d never been to the lighthouse before. Tiria Vaughn was more a mystery to him than ever.

“Because my father loved the ocean, my mother didn’t want me anywhere near it,” she said. “And no, it doesn’t make any sense to me either.”

“How is it that you’re a lightkeeper’s daughter, then?”

“I may be a lightkeeper’s daughter,” she said, narrowing her eyes even more, “but he’s no father of mine.”

He gave her a curt nod of acknowledgement. A lot of history between this girl and her father. Or maybe none at all by the sound of it. Whatever the story, he knew enough to keep his mouth shut on the subject.

Tiria stopped again, the color draining from her face. He followed her gaze. It was the Cape Sorrow Light, winking brightly at them through the trees. The tower stood nearly dead-center atop the highest point of Cape Sorrow Island, its decaying railing sending rust stains streaming down the white concrete.

The attached two-story house glinted alongside the Light in the late afternoon sun and, from this distance, it looked gorgeous against the backdrop of island grasses and cobalt sea. But even in the warm light of the fading day, Cape Sorrow Light looked lonely in its abandonment.

Finnian figured that Tiria caught none of these finer details. No, the island itself caused her hesitation. Or rather, it’s position relative to where she now stood.

“We have to take a boat out there?” she said.

“We have to walk out there.”

“Are you insane? There’s no way. It’s surrounded by water!”

She braced herself against a nearby tree when his bland smile told her he wasn’t joking.

“That’s why knowing when low tide rolls in is so critical for this lighthouse.”

“I’m not going out there.”

“It won’t be so dangerous if we go at the right time,” Finnian said.

“How are you going to know that?”

“Ah, hell,” he said too loudly. He finally remembered what he should have remembered hours ago. “The tide.”

“What about it?” She was about to slug him in the arm. He was sure of it.

“Did your father happen to tell you when low tide comes in today?” he asked her, wiping some more tears off his cheeks. The pepper spray incident had distracted him. Thankfully, it was starting to dissipate at last.

“No. You?”

“No. I didn’t think to check the tide table in town either. We’re miles away from Seagrave now.”

Finnian ran a hand through his hair, pulling at the ends to refocus his mind. They were in a hell of a heap of trouble. He had forgotten this lighthouse’s most unusual feature: it could only be reached at low tide.

He shaded his eyes from the sun and assessed the situation while at the same time cursing his stupidity. He had no real way of looking it up. He didn’t have a tide table on hand, and he had no cell phone or Internet access out here in the forest. He knew the tide would have to be low enough that they could traverse across the three massive rock formations leading out to the island. That would leave them with only a few low splashing waves around their feet. Any more than that and the rip tide would knock them off their feet and take them out to sea. He thought better of mentioning any of these specifics at present.

Tiria pulled her phone from the back pocket of her jeans. She held it up and grimaced. “Useless, of course.”

“Of course.” Finnian gave her a lopsided grin. He tossed down his pack and strode over to the cliff, attempting to make an educated guess as to whether they could make it. Seawater broke violently between three volcanic rocks rising like stepping stones up to the two acre-wide island where the lighthouse stood. To his watery eyes, it seemed they had a few hours to go before low tide. By then it would be getting on toward dusk. He needed to get down to the shoreline to get a more accurate read on it.

Finnian glanced back at Tiria. “We have two options: find a place in town to crash or camp out here until low tide in the morning. Your call.”

She perused the whole thrilling scene, from deserted forest trail to creepy Cape Sorrow Lighthouse. “Neither.”

“You’ve got a better idea in mind? Happy to hear it.”

She studied the crashing waves. “How long till low tide tonight?”

“I might get within an hour’s guess of low tide. Likely it’ll take at least a half hour to make the crossing. I was here as a boy, and I know it’s only accessible at low tide but, beyond that, my memory fails me. Wish I’d remembered before we walked all the way down here.”

“Yes, that would have been preferable.” Tiria took an exasperated breath and sat on her bag. “Well, take a guess, then.”

He glanced again at the waves crashing against the massive rocks. “I’d say the next low tide will be around seven or eight tonight. The next one will be around seven or eight in the morning. I’ll need to study the waves and rocks more closely near the waterline, though.”

“Why can’t we go tonight, then?”

“I don’t think it’s safe for you to cross that bar at dusk, even at the lowest tide. So, that leaves us out here all night with an early start in the morning. You okay with that?”

“Safe for me? Sexist much?” she said, eyeing him from her peripheral. Then she abruptly faced him head on. “What else have you got in that ugly pack? How about matches?”

It sounded as if she was considering an overnight camp-out with the stranger she recently doused with pepper spray. Wow, he had her pegged wrong from the get-go.

He knelt and ripped open his trusty camo pack and went into analysis mode. “Lighter, headlamp, rudimentary lean-to supplies, compact sleeping bag, trail mix, stockman knife, and hatchet. What I don’t have is dry wood, a working cell phone, or a tide table.”

Tiria absently rubbed her palm. “It’s going to get cold tonight. Have you got a blanket in there?”

“You’re serious? You want to camp out here till morning?”

Tiria graced him with her signature wrinkled nose move. “I wouldn’t say ‘want.’ But it’s better than hauling all this stuff back up that trail toward town. There’s no guarantee we’ll find a place to stay anyway.”

He tilted his head and frowned. “Never been to Seagrave, have you?”

“Of course not. My father hasn’t always worked here. He’s refurbishing this lighthouse as a side project. Some kind of favor to a friend.”

His frown deepened. “He’s not a keeper by trade?” 

It might not bode well working on a restoration project with a man who wasn’t well-versed in lighthouse upkeep. He, himself, had a solid knowledge of lighthouses but restoring them was another thing altogether. Finnian’s father was more of the expert in the family, having made a career of it over the past twenty years.

“He works for the Coast Guard, or so my mother told me,” Tiria said as she began to rummage through her bag.

“The Coast Guard?” He couldn’t help rolling his eyes.

“Yeah, well, I’m not happy about spending my summer here with him either.”

She glanced up at him as she pulled some kind of hair tie out from the depths of her bag. He noticed her pretty hair again. It fell straight down past her shoulders. He was sorry to see her pull it back in a low ponytail.

“I’m sorry,” he said, hoping she didn’t catch him staring. “I’m trying to figure out how this is going to work. Lighthouse restoration is a huge undertaking.”

“Worry about that later. It’s going to get dark, and I’m not getting any warmer. Need I mention I’ve never started a fire in my life?”

He grinned. “I’ll take care of it.”

He reassessed the surrounding area and scanned the terrain for a good place to set up a makeshift camp. He spotted a flat, grassy section farther up the hill to the right of the trail. A boulder and several sturdy evergreens offered protection from the northwest wind.

He hooked a thumb in that direction. “We’ll make camp up there. That suit?”

“I’d prefer a four-poster bed with a roaring fire nearby.”

“Must admit, so would I.” He hauled his pack up the hill and came back for hers.

“What can I do? Just so you know, I’m only useful about half the time, so I wouldn’t recommend refusing. I don’t offer often.”

“Can you pick the rocks and sticks out of the grass, so we’ll have a nice base for the sleeping bag and tent? I’ll gather wood for the fire.”

“We? Are you suggesting we sleep in that bag together?” she asked.

“No, of course not,” he was quick to say, though the
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