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Prologue
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Before the Light

––––––––
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0 — THE HORN THAT NAMES a Place

Before the tower is theirs, it is still the tallest voice in the weather. On fog mornings, a low note folds the channel and returns it with the scent of kelp and rain-steeped cedar. Ferries answer in commas. Gulls lift like confetti someone forgot to sweep. Somewhere behind the gray, a small islet keeps its one white shoulder turned toward boats that want to pass safely and people who have not yet learned how to belong to it.

Marin hears the horn from the archives where she keeps fragile paper from dissolving into a second life as rumor. Jonah hears it in a boat-shop where sawdust makes weather of its own and the rib of a skiff becomes true beneath his plane. They do not yet know the tower will put a key into their hands and expect practice in return. The horn goes on naming a place. The place waits.
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[image: ]


I — THE LETTER

It is Saturday, slow for once. They are still two months shy of their first anniversary and the apartment smells like lemons and floor heat and the kind of sleep you forget to be grateful for until the day you can’t have it.

The envelope has the careful, old-world loop of Aunt Elspeth’s hand, posted a week before she did not wake. The postmark is the ferry town, the one with cinnamon knots and a pier that never quite dries.

Marin opens the letter with a bone folder she once used on a map older than anyone she has loved. Jonah watches her face, which is how he reads, when the light is good, what print can’t say fast enough.

*Dearest keepers,* Elspeth wrote. *If love is logistics (it is), I am leaving you a list and a key. Hesper Islet is yours if you want it. I have kept what I could. I have left what should be left: stairs that need chalk, rails that want honest hands, glass that refuses to stay sealed if you use the wrong caulk. A Fresnel sleeps in crates; do not wake her for work—let her teach. The LED knows the new routes. Practice, not heroics. Say Okay before you climb. Ask Okay before you do anything ridiculous. Take Ferrywake’s help; they are proud and kind in equal measure. If you don’t want it, say so with your whole chest and the town will steward it until the next stubborn pair shows up. I loved two lights at once and was forgiven by both.*

There is a key taped to the bottom margin, wrapped in blue painter’s tape, because Elspeth always believed in labels that do not try to be decorative.

Jonah sets the key on his palm, heavy and chipped and perfect. The weight rattles a cupboard in his chest that has been organized for years and still hides a mess.

Marin reads the letter again. The second time the words don’t wobble.

“Do we want it?” she asks, not performative.

“We want it,” he says, and means *I want to want it and I will be honest about the hours when I don’t.*

II — Vows, Revised

They married at the municipal hall with a bouquet made of rosemary and a ribbon that knew better than to try to look expensive. They said the words everyone says because those words are good at their job. After, in the parking lot where rain started and then remembered itself and stopped, they added the lines they meant to live by.

“I promise to ask sooner,” Marin said.

“I promise to say when it’s dark,” Jonah said.

“Okay?” she asked, trying the litmus of a small word.

“Okay,” he answered, and the echo was the only choir they needed.

Sometimes their promises felt like a fetish for practicality dressed up as romance. They were not sorry. Love had been spectacle enough for other people. They preferred checklists and the kind of gentleness that could be indexed and found again when the power went and the kettle needed boiling by lantern.

––––––––

[image: ]


III — ORIENTATION & Mobility

When Jonah was eight, someone with calm shoulders and a bag of canes came to his school. She had him slide his hand along a rail, test a step with a foot he learned to trust, listen for rooms like a bat that believes in windows. The cane clicked and sang; he hated and loved the sound. He kept the class a secret for a while the way children keep anything that makes them competent in front of other people.

At twenty, when pride was a square he put every table leg on, he pretended dusk was a stubborn page and he would read it by will. He learned how hard the floor was, how fast a bruise can write a lesson on a shin.

By thirty-three, he had a pocket full of small tools and a catalog of shortcuts that used to pass for practice. He also had a person who stood on landing two and asked *Okay?* and made *Okay* sound like the opposite of permission to fail.
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IV — PAPER

In the climate-controlled belly of a city archive, Marin had once coaxed a collapsed diary back into a book someone could turn without apology. She had cataloged flood damage with a patience that would look like holiness if anyone prayed in that building. She had learned the difference between repair and restoration, between honoring what time did and trying to erase it until an object lied.

When Elspeth’s letter said *Do not wake the Fresnel for work,* Marin felt the twin pleasure of being trusted and being given clear boundaries. She already knew the feel of prism glass under a glove—slick, talkative, full of angles. She also knew the laugh of a lens that had been made to sing and would now retire without sulking. Some objects age into teaching. Some people do.
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V — THE FATHER ON THE Phone

Jonah calls his father on a Tuesday because Tuesdays have historically forgiven bad conversations by burying them under the productivity of midweek. He says the word lighthouse and the line goes a particular kind of quiet.

“You chose the wrong house for our eyes,” his father says, not cruel, just cut to the bone.

Jonah looks at the key on the table, at the way metal refuses to look smaller just because someone doubts it. “I chose a house,” he says, steady. “I will choose the light with the hours I actually get. We’ll build rules. We’ll keep them.”

“Call me when you want a condo,” his father says, and hangs up to prove he can.

Jonah does not break the phone. He lets it lie face-down on the table like a person who has said enough for a day and wants to watch the weather instead.

Marin takes his hand. He does not ask her to. She does not ask him if he is okay. They wait until the kettle notes their patience and boils.

––––––––

[image: ]


VI — FERRYWAKE

They go together to meet the town because that is how you move in places where the wind steals your name if you go alone.

The ferry smells like diesel and coffee and the kind of ambition that puts flour on an apron. Ferrywake has a main street with two speeds and a bakery that cheats at first impressions by putting cinnamon knots within sight of the door.

The mayor is a woman who calls herself Isla as if she invented both political office and pastry. “You the new keepers?” she asks, sliding a tray onto a cooling rack.

“We’re the people with the key and a lot of questions,” Marin says.

“Good,” Isla answers. “Questions are safer than certainty in a wind.”

Priya from the Coast Guard arrives like a person summoned by the smell of rope. She has the face of someone who ruins fun by making it survivable. “Harnesses,” she says. “House rules. Call-and-response. Care to be trained before you yeet yourselves off something?”

They say yes because yes is how you inherit a town that has decided you are theirs.

––––––––
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VII — THE FIRST TOUR In Their Heads

They haven’t opened the door to tourists yet. They do preview tours for each other in bed where the only rope is the clothesline that creaks on breezy nights and the only heckler is the radiator deciding whether to perform.

“Welcome,” Marin says into the dark, voice pitched for a room of polite strangers. “This is a retired lens. She has done her work. We will not wake her up again to shine; we will show you how she bent light into distance.”

Jonah listens and inserts the sentence about path lights, about red headlamps after four. “Tools make you faster,” he says into the pillow. “Asking sooner makes you safer.”

“That’s so good,” she says, surprised every time he dresses something she loves in words she didn’t have yet.

“Okay?” he asks, grin audible.

“Okay,” she says, the echo warmer than any bulb.

––––––––
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VIII — THE BOAT SHOP

He tells the boat he is leaving before he tells most people. It is a thirty-foot build in a room that used to be a cannery floor and still smells like fish when the weather leans wrong. He runs a hand along a rib he has brought truthful; he apologizes to a plank that has decided to cup out of spite.

“Keep,” he says to the boat, leaving a palm print in dust like a signature. “Kept,” the boat would answer, if boats had the decency to reply.

His coworkers clap him on the back with the exact weight that says *I will miss you in ways the job will make me pretend are logistics.* They give him a headlamp, a stupidly expensive one with a red setting you can switch to without swearing at a button while your other hand is busy not falling.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE
LIGHTHOUSE
MARRII—}GE

e
nK

L TR

GUY ROBERTS





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





