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WHAT REVIEWERS HAVE said about p.m.terrell’s historical books:

“Terrell introduces a new level of excellence to the historical novel. Using the mastery of an artist, Terrell paints colorful word pictures and descriptive phrases that are so exquisitely well-chosen that the reader is magnetically drawn into the plot, taking on a role as an active participant in the intrigue of the story.” – Richard R. Blake, Midwest Book Review

“Truly well-written stories that grab your interest from page one, teaches you a lot of fascinating history, and keeps you from realizing the passage of time as you read. Totally engrossing.” – author Maggie Thom

“P M Terrell’s historical novels spring to life with vivid characters and descriptions. She is an artist, using words instead of paints to create her masterpieces. Her ability to merge fact and fiction makes reading about history an awesome adventure into the past.” – Reviewer Sherry Fundin, Fundinmental

“I felt as if I had been to Ireland after I read this book [April in the Back of Beyond]. I got so engrossed I even went to my computer to read more about some of its history. Don’t get me wrong; this is not a dry history book by any means. It’s a story about its wars, its people and its beautiful scenery. It’s one of those tales you just don’t want to put down. The kind you keep looking at the clock thinking “just 15 more minutes” and pretty soon it’s been a couple hours.” – Our Town Book Reviews
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This book is dedicated to my grandchildren, Hayley and Hunter. The main character in this book and its companion, April in the Back of Beyond, is named after them.

And to Rob Stere, a brilliant world historian and academic. I am grateful for our numerous conversations that have inspired a multitude of historical backdrops, plots, and characters.
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It felt disconcerting to return to America after a year in Ireland. Yet, here I was, trading the M6 for I-95, a white-knuckle driver who had grown unaccustomed to frenetic traffic after the leisure of Irish villages and quaint roads, most of which were only likely to be impeded by sheep and cattle. Honestly, I would rather be in Ireland right this very minute instead of fretting over aggressive drivers, curled in front of a cozy fireplace with a cuppa, enjoying the last vestiges of cool weather before the official start of spring. Nothing against America, as I’d been born and raised here, but now it felt too young and cheeky.

It hadn’t been my idea to leave Ireland, but rather, the government’s. My passport stamp expired after a year in the country, and I was required to go elsewhere for twelve months before I could return. I thought of moving across the North Channel to Scotland or further south to England or Wales. I’d toyed with Portugal, Spain, or Italy, which were actively soliciting ex-pats and remote workers like me. The truth was, I could live anywhere while I wrote my historical books.

But in the end, I returned to the States.

I did not return home, as that officially hadn’t existed since I sold my condo and moved across the pond. Instead, after much soul-searching, I opted for the North Carolina coast. I wanted a place on the water to somehow feel closer to Ireland, in a home far from the intensity of traffic and people, a land filled with greenery, and a decent distance between me and my closest neighbor. Perhaps, not unlike many Irish immigrants of centuries past, I wanted to face east as if I could somehow still see her. Yes, Ireland was a woman—mercurial in temperament any day of the year, beautiful, wild, and beguiling. I might have left her behind, but I wanted to recreate here what I had experienced there.

It wasn’t until I turned off the intense interstate and began navigating a winding road toward the Atlantic coast that my heart rate slowed and my breath deepened. It was close to noon before I passed through the last town, if one could call it that. It consisted of a single, deserted intersection, a few silos that might have been vacant for decades judging from the unkempt landscape around them, and an isolated general store on a well-worn corner. It might have stood there for a hundred years, everything just as it appeared today. I made a mental note to return to the store after taking possession of my new home. I hoped they had enough to sustain me, as the next closest town was an hour behind me, and it hadn’t appeared much larger.

Shortly after passing through, the road narrowed as it wound through farmland and swamps. Vultures soared overhead, their giant wingspans outstretched, searching for an animal that had met its demise. 

April was hotter in North Carolina than in Ireland, and I lowered my window to breathe in an unusual aroma of water, salt, and soil. There was something else growing in the fields, plants I didn’t recognize that spewed fragrant spores. When I came to the end of the road, it forked into two pockmarked dirt roads barely the width of a car. I turned to the right as my directions indicated.

Deep ditches appeared on either side, with barely a shoulder, had I needed one. My rented car lurched and tumbled over the uneven dirt. I glanced beyond the road to find myself surrounded by swampland. It reminded me of Ireland’s ancient bogs, and for a brief moment, I felt some comfort. As I witnessed an alligator turning away from the road to slither into the water, the comfort disappeared, and in its place, I wondered if I had been crazy to rent this house sight unseen in the middle of nowhere. Realtors’ pictures and descriptions could be misleading.

Eventually, the swamps parted to reveal a small, flat-topped hill, and upon that mound was my destination: a lighthouse. A chain link fence surrounded the knoll, its wide gate propped open. With relief, I saw the realtor’s vehicle parked by the door and rolled my way up the incline to park beside her.

I raised my window lest an alligator or a snake find its way inside, and then I stepped outside, stretching my legs as I surveyed my new home.

In the center of the hill was a squat lighthouse, which now appeared unusually abbreviated for a structure of this nature. It seemed recently painted in an achromatic color that gleamed in the sun. Vibrant red trim at the top, around the windows, and about the base accentuated its unique shape. A more modern structure, around the size of a vestibule, was built at its base.

“What do you think?”

I whirled about to find an attractive woman with shoulder-length blond hair watching me intently.

“I’m Hayley Hunter,” I said, extending my hand.

“Billie Keegan,” she answered, shaking my hand. She squinted toward the top of the lighthouse. “I hope you enjoy heights,” she added as though it were the size of an average lighthouse.

“We’ll see, won’t we?” I answered. I shielded my hand against the sun’s brilliance to peer at the gallery, an open walk with scant railing. At least the railing appeared to be sturdy metal and not decaying wood.

“As I mentioned in my email,” Billie was saying, “the lighthouse was originally built in 1770 to guide ships along a channel that used to exist through here. Sadly, it was only in use for about twenty years, as the channels shifted.”

“You mentioned it had been abandoned?”

Billie nodded. “That’s right. As you can see, it’s a bit wild in these parts. I don’t know if anybody even remembered it was back here—that is, until the mid-1900s when my uncle bought it as a vacation home. He’s the one who renovated it—completely rebuilt it, actually. When he retired in his 70s, he moved here permanently.”

“Just himself or his family, too?”

“Never married, so it was just him.” She led the way to the alcove built onto the lighthouse. “This is a mud room,” she said by way of explanation, passing a small bench and wall pegs as we quickly made our way through to the ground floor. An arched doorway revealed a round room around twenty feet in diameter. Uncovered windows peered out in all four directions. Beneath the windows was a row of polished mahogany cabinets broken only by a spiral staircase, what appeared to be a narrow closet door, and the doorway from which we’d entered. A kitchen island was tucked to one side, and I quickly registered a two-burner stove, oven, sink, and small refrigerator, all of which appeared vintage but decently maintained. Across from the island and in front of a window was a table for two. Tucked into another area was a small sofa and two chairs separated by a small table.

“There are three floors,” Billie said, “including the lantern room at the top. As you can see, the ceilings are quite high, and the floors were thickened and reinforced during the rebuild.”

“Concrete?” I asked.

She shrugged. “I’m not quite sure, but it’s sturdy. It’s withstood a host of hurricanes, which is more than I can say about a lot of structures around here.” She began to climb the stairs. “The second floor is the bedroom.”

As we stepped onto the landing, I spotted a four-poster bed, a tall wardrobe, and a dresser with a mirror. Like the floor below, cabinets encircled the room under uncovered windows. I stepped up to one and peered out.

The hill upon which the lighthouse was built was surrounded by wetlands. A consistent canopy of cypress rose from the water. At their knees were reeds that gently bowed to the breeze that made its way across the flat topography. As far as the eye could see, there was nothing but the shimmer of water and a hundred shades of green and blue.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Billie said as she stood beside me. “That’s why there are no drapes on the windows,” she added, half-pointing at the window. “There’s nobody for several miles.”

“It’s completely isolated?” I felt myself frowning.

“Oh, it’s safe,” she hastily added. “There might be a few hunting shacks within a couple of miles.”

“Hunting shacks? What do they hunt?”

“Ducks.”

“Ah.”

“But don’t worry. Duck season isn’t until October. You won’t hear any shots to disturb you.”

“So, if duck hunting doesn’t start until October, the hunting shacks are empty?”

“Yes. But, as I said, you’re perfectly safe.” She gave a little half-laugh and stepped to a wall that curved outward from the rest of the room. “I think you’ll like the bath. It’s small but functional. The well was inspected this past week.”

I followed her to a semi-hidden open doorway and peered inside. A claw-foot bathtub reclined in front of a window with a similar view to the one we just witnessed. I immediately envisioned myself enjoying a luxurious soak with a good book and a glass of wine. I stepped to the sink and turned the handle. “Is the water safe to drink?” I allowed some to pool into my palm.

“Absolutely. It won’t be crystal clear; blackwater tends to run in these parts. But it’s safe. And the contractor treated the well and bled the lines.” With that, Billie crossed the room and ascended the spiral stairs to the next level.

I dutifully followed. As I neared the next room, a sudden draft wafted over me. It was unmistakable in the warmth of coastal spring, the cold air causing goosebumps along my exposed skin. I hesitated and peered upward. I spotted a window on the next floor and wondered whether they were properly sealed. I was just about to step onto the next stair when I felt a heavy hand on my shoulder. It bore down as if to stop me, and I hurled around, which was no easy feat with the hand squeezing against my shoulder.

No one was there.

The weight disappeared as suddenly as it had arrived. The draft was gone. I walked back down a few steps, as the spiral stairs were built so they seemed to disappear a few steps below wherever I stood. An odd feeling began to come over me, a sensation that I was not alone. I stood perfectly still. After a moment, it felt like a finger had gently wrapped itself around a strand of my hair.

I smoothed my hair back into place. “Do I need a humidifier here?” I called up to Billie.

As I climbed back to the third floor, I saw her peering down at me with an odd smile. “Maybe a dehumidifier,” she chuckled. 

I felt my face begin to warm. “It’s just that the air—it felt very dry.” I cleared my throat. “Maybe the dehumidifier is working too well?”

“There isn’t one unless you choose to install it.” She waved her hand to encompass the room as I reached the landing. “This is perfect for writing, don’t you think?”

I caught my breath. In contrast to the floors below, this room had a continuous flow of windows. In the center was a mahogany pedestal with claw feet. Beneath the windows and encircling the room were more polished cabinets, broken only by the stairs and a door leading to the gallery. A generous ledge was above the cabinets, allowing me to choose the perfect spot for my laptop. “This is incredible,” I said in a hoarse whisper.

“I thought you’d like it. When I found out who you were—I mean, the books that you write—I thought of this immediately.”

I ran my hand along one of the ledges. “The wood here, it’s—”

“Gorgeous, isn’t it? Do you know anything about the previous owner?”

I shook my head. “Only that he died recently, and, like you said, he rebuilt the lighthouse where the original once stood. But it seems so new and fresh.”

Billie pulled up a chair in front of one of the windows and motioned for me to join her. “His name was Harrison Ellsworth Cooper.”

“I’ve heard that name...” I tried to jog my memory.

“In these parts, people just called him Harry. He was a quiet man, genteel, unassuming.”

“You knew him well, then?”

Billie chuckled. “He was my uncle.”

“Oh. Yes, you’d mentioned that.”

“He was born in 1930 in upstate New York. He moved to New York City as a young man—”

“Of course,” I interjected. “I remember reading about him now. He was a real estate tycoon.”

“That’s right. Real estate and later, investment strategies.”

“How did he—I mean, this feels like a world away from New York City.”

Billie peered wistfully out the window. “He and my father came here as teens in the 1950s. Duck hunting, you see. They enjoyed the outdoors. Nature.” She smoothed her blouse. “Anyway, they both fell in love with the area. They happened upon the original structure, which, according to them, was so derelict they wouldn’t dare venture inside. It was originally a wood structure; the stairs had caved in, and the roof was gone...”

“I assume the wetlands had also taken over it.”

“Oddly, they hadn’t come anywhere close to it. That’s what intrigued them both. The top of this hill looked as though it had been recently mowed, though it hadn’t. Not a single sapling grew on it. Anyway, Harry bought it. Twenty dollars, I think he said.”

“Are you serious?”

“Twenty dollars, and the locals thought he was an idiot. But he kept coming back. He had the original lighthouse torn down and built this one. Wood was replaced with brick. As he grew wealthier, he was able to envision the interior in a way it could never have been before. That’s all the mahogany you see.” She ran her finger along the ledge. There wasn’t a speck of dust on it.

“When Harry retired, he moved here permanently. That’s when the kitchen and bath were put in.”

I peered out the window. I pointed to the chain-link fence, bent by the winds, that encircled the bottom of the hill. “Is that the property line?”

“No. The property extends about a hundred acres in a circumference around the hill.”

“Then, why—?”

“Harry had a dog, a white German shepherd.”

“But the fence doesn’t reach across the driveway, unless—?”

“The fence wasn’t installed to keep the dog in. It’s to keep the gators out.” Billie took a breath. “Lola was just a pup when Harry adopted her. Even as an adult, she’d have been no match for a gator. The fence extends underground.”

“And they won’t just find the opening in the driveway?”

“They never have. There’s a gate in any event; I opened it for your visit.”

“Oh, yes, that’s right. I noticed. And the vultures? They couldn’t pluck a puppy off the lawn?”

“Vultures never will. They prefer carcasses. You want them around, actually. Anyway, that’s a subject for another day.” She stood, returned the chair, and moved into the center of the room. Standing, I noticed steel channels in the windows and iron grates covering the exteriors. I imagined the punishment this structure must receive in this hurricane-prone region. 

Billie remained in the center, and when I turned around, she gestured to the lighthouse lamp resting atop the clawfoot pedestal. “The original would have burned whale oil,” she said enthusiastically. “This one was to be powered by electricity.”

“Was?”

She shook her head. “Harry didn’t live to see it function.”

“But—he passed away only recently?”

“About a month ago. No, it wasn’t that. He had electricity run up here, but the light never worked. They could never figure out why.” She glanced around as if she could spot the answer.

“That’s odd.” I strolled around the lamp, noting the components inside that would magnify the light to ships passing in the night. “Maybe it requires higher voltage?”

Billie shrugged. “I haven’t the foggiest. But, it’s not like ships are going to pass by here, huh?” She stepped to a doorway across from the stairs. “Come outside,” she beckoned.

I turned abruptly and gasped. A portrait hung from a chain in front of one of the windows, placing the man’s face just above eye level. “Is this Harry?”

Billie laughed. “Not hardly.”

I stared into his face. It was an old portrait painted in dark colors. Only the bright Carolina skies and the determined sun managed to coax the details into the open. The man had dark hair and a black, closely manicured beard. His eyes also appeared black, the pupils nearly blending into the surrounding irises. There was something abnormal about his skin, what little I could see; he was almost too pale. Then my eyes fell on his shoulders. The red fabric, blue collar, and brass buttons were unmistakable. “He’s a British soldier,” I said flatly.

Billie remained in the doorway, unlikely to join my side. “Harry found the painting during renovation. He hung it here, and he didn’t want it removed after his death.”

“I wonder why. Is it an ancestor?”

“Absolutely not. We were Colonialists. We fought for independence.”

“But he wanted it to remain here?”

Billie opened the door wider.

I forced myself out of my head and reluctantly moved to join her. The eyes seemed to follow me across the room. They were stern eyes. Determined. Focused. It was only when I stepped onto the gallery outside the lantern room that I was able to break the spell.

The gallery jutted out from the rest of the structure by about five feet. The firm flooring and metal railing dissipated any fear I might have had as I made my way completely around. The breeze I’d experienced on the ground was replaced at this height by a relentless wind that caused me to reach for my long brown hair and restrain it at my neck so that I could see. I suppose I couldn’t view any more from this height as I had from the floor below, but the bouquet of salt on the inland winds mingled with the flora and fauna to transport me to another place and time. I could imagine a lighthouse keeper circling the lantern room, watching for ships laden with goods navigating inland from the Atlantic coast. Perhaps I should get a book on lantern signals, I thought impulsively. 

“Once upon a time,” Billie said mischievously, “this inlet was a wide and deep channel that led to the Cape Fear River. That, in turn, led to a point near Wilmington. It was a bustling port during and after the Revolutionary War.”

“But, why did the lighthouse only operate for twenty years?” I shook my head.

“Storms.” With that, she returned to the lantern room. Reluctantly, I followed her. “So, is this what you had in mind?” she asked hopefully.

“Yes,” I heard myself saying. “It’s perfect for my writing. You’re sure everything is in order? Electricity, water?”

“Even Wi-Fi, though I can’t say how reliable it will be here. It comes fully furnished just as you see it. And, after a one-year lease, perhaps you’ll even want to purchase it.”

I forced myself to chuckle. It was lovely, but it wasn’t Ireland, so let’s get real. “We’ll see.”

“Come,” she said, smiling. “I’ll show you how to use all the appliances. The home even features solar panels on the cupola, allowing it to generate power independently. And,” she continued as she started down the stairs, “I took the liberty of stocking the frig with a few items. But if I were you, I’d certainly consider a dog because it’s so isolated. There’s a shelter not too far of a drive from here...”
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Chapter 2
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I’d fallen asleep on the ground floor sofa and awakened to a darkening sky. As I sat up, my phone slipped out of my pants pocket and landed on the hardwood floor with a thud. The screen lit up as I retrieved it, and I was surprised to discover several texts from Shay MacGregor. I wasn’t one to sleep through the alerts. The last one asked me to phone or text as soon as I saw the message, regardless of the time.

I groaned as I checked the clock. My body was still on Irish time, and I was suffering jet lag I hadn’t experienced when I’d left America for Europe a year prior. No doubt I’d wake up Shay, but I knew he’d be worried if he didn’t hear from me.

I tried calling, but I discovered that my phone had no signal, and my texts remained undelivered. I was just about to give up when I decided to ascend to the top of the lighthouse.

The lantern room was lit up in a cozy orange and red glow. As I selected Shay’s number, his face popped up on my phone screen. It was a picture I’d snapped on one of our forays into the Inishowen Peninsula. The sun was setting behind him just as it was with me now. He looked relaxed, his green eyes twinkling, his chestnut hair tussled by the Irish wind, his dark beard broken by a wide smile. The photograph brought back warm memories; after corresponding about my Irish ancestors, he’d agreed to meet me in his capacity as a university historian to lend research assistance for my latest book, which had recently been released. Suffice it to say that our relationship didn’t remain entirely professional for long, and my heart ached that I hadn’t been allowed to remain near him.

“Hayley?” His voice was thick with sleep. “So, you’re alright, then? You had me quite the worried one.”

“Did I wake you?” I asked, knowing full well I had.

His voice changed slightly, and I pictured him rising to rest on an elbow. “It’s one o’clock in the morning, darling. Are you alright?”

“I’m fine. Sorry to wake you. It’s evening here.” I peered out the window at the horizon. The landscape didn’t look real but rather like a comforting French impressionist painting. The reeds bowed in the evening breeze, and the water reflected its surroundings like stained glass. The terrain beneath the cypress trees was becoming dark and shadowy, their characteristic cypress knees appearing like miniature wood carvings peeking out of the water. Two seagulls crisscrossed paths as they searched for food below. I opened a window to allow the scent of the water to reach me.

“Are you settled in, then?”

“For today, yes.”

“Talk to me about the lighthouse. Is it what you expected?”

I told him about each floor and the history of the place, as I knew his historian mind would appreciate the nuances of a squat lighthouse built upon the banks of a channel fated to reroute away from it. I explained that I didn’t know much about its original construction, but I’d learned a bit about the man who restored it. As I glanced at the rich, dark wood around me, I appreciated Harry’s attention to detail and the finer things in life. “And how are you?” I ended. “How is the conference going?”

“Ah. The conference. It’s been quite interesting. You would enjoy it. There’s a lad here with mountains of information from YDNA tests. They have the ability to define family trees in a way we’ve never experienced before.”

“And what of your talks?”

“Mine have been well attended. There’s quite a bit of interest in Irish history, so there is. We have a varied audience—even a couple from Canada.”

We chatted a bit about his prepared lectures on ancient Irish history. I was pleased to learn there was so much interest. Shay MacGregor was a noted historian connected with the prestigious University of Galway. In our first meeting, he’d spoken of his Gallowglass ancestors, a mix of Scottish Highlanders and Vikings. Some even classified them as mercenaries to fight ancient wars between Irish factions. I could picture him on a captain’s deck as though it were the 18th century, ordering those below him to guide the ship into port, his feet planted wide apart and his hands on his hips.

“And how are The Netherlands?” I asked.

“Beautiful, as always. The hotel is superb. It’s right on the Amstel. I’m looking out the window now at boats moving past. They look peaceful in the moonlight. It would make for a romantic getaway.” His voice turned silky.

“Then, let’s put it on our bucket list,” I said. I took a soft breath. “I think you’ll find the lighthouse a great spot for a romantic getaway as well.”

“I’m looking forward to seeing it, love, and experiencing it with you.”

“Your plans haven’t changed?”

“Not even banshees could stop me. I should be there within the week. I’ll send you my arrival time.”

“And you’ll spend the summer?”

“Absolutely—apart from a conference in New York. It’s what we discussed, is it not?”

I smiled, though I knew he couldn’t see my face light up. “Yes. I’ve missed you.”

He said something then, but my mind was shaken by a brilliant light that shone behind me. Whipping around, I discovered the lantern had turned on by itself. I nearly dropped the phone in my surprise, and I quickly described what had happened to Shay. “I don’t understand it,” I said, moving toward the switch by the open stairs. “Billie—the realtor—told me it had never worked.” I flipped the switch, but it had no effect.

I moved around the room, searching for another switch. As I did, the light went out. “It’s off now,” I said shakily. “But I didn’t turn it off.”

“But you muddled with the wall switch, you said?”

“Yes, but...” My voice faded in my confusion.

“Sounds like a faulty connection to me.”

I became aware of my heart pounding in my chest and a deep chill permeating the room. I closed the window, though the outside air felt balmy in contrast. “Yes,” I managed to croak. “A faulty connection. That must be it.”

“I’ll sort it when I arrive. In the meantime, do be careful plugging things in, ‘eh? Use things the Irish way and unplug them when they’re not in use.” 

His suggestion brought to mind how I paid for electricity in advance and kept an eye on an indoor meter to monitor my usage. “I will,” I said, “though the power here will take some getting used to. The lighthouse is self-sufficient with solar panels.”

“Ah,” he said. “That’s grand, though perhaps a wee bit faulty, ‘eh?”

I circled the lantern as we wrapped up our conversation. There were no visible wires, which meant the wiring must have been snaked through the hollow stand. My eyes swept toward the wall switch, where a plastic tube was expertly painted to blend in with the wall. I followed it as it reached the floor and became hidden underneath the polished floorboards. As we hung up, I flipped the switch twice more, but nothing happened; there appeared to be no bulbs except the lantern, and why should there be? The brilliant light was designed to be visible for miles, dwarfing any other light source that might have been present.

I backed up and felt something give way behind me. Alarmed, I spun around to find the painting swaying from the chain on which it hung. It was disconcerting, to say the least, as the portrait was life-size and his eyes were mere inches above mine. He seemed to look down on me, locking my eyes with his own.

“I don’t know who you are,” I said shakily, “but you shouldn’t scare me like you do.” I reached up and fumbled with the chain until I removed the portrait. It was heavier than I imagined, and it took both hands to slide it delicately to the floor. I turned it around to face the vestiges of the sunset. “There,” I said, sounding more confident than I felt. “That’s better. Now you can see the scenery. Did you once live here?”

As soon as I spoke, I realized I would run for the hills—a good three hours away as the crow flies—had I received an answer. With a final glance at the lantern, which now sat still and dark, I made my way down the spiral staircase to the bedroom a flight below.

~~~~~
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I AWAKENED SHORTLY after one. I wondered briefly if it was instant karma for having awakened Shay before realizing that my body would likely remain on Irish time for a few days. The air had turned colder in the absence of the sun’s warmth, and I snuggled under the light cotton sheets and summer blanket. I was surprised to see the skies from my bed, as I’d grown accustomed to small, cozy rooms with deep-set windows and tidy curtains. I felt exposed since more than half the walls consisted of uncovered windows, but the focus on myself faded quickly as I realized how brilliant the skies appeared.

I found myself staring at the seemingly countless stars twinkling in the night sky. There must not have been a cloud in the sky, and there was no artificial light pollution to interfere with nature’s brilliance. I could visualize Vincent van Gogh gazing at skies identical to these, his easel beside an open window. The stars seemed like living, breathing beings, and I marveled at how they remained so fixed and luminous.

An intense flash turned the night sky into day for the briefest of moments, and I instinctively began to count from the lightning flash to the thunder, but I never heard the expected boom. It must be far away, I thought, snuggling myself deeper into the covers. I closed my eyes as I pictured a cozy lightning storm while I drifted back to sleep. I was in the safest of places, I realized. I envisioned a ship with tall masts making its way up a wide, deep channel in the dead of night, the lighthouse a beacon of safety, the keeper perhaps standing on the open gallery with a rain slicker and hood, pelted by the rain as he guided the ship safely through the water. He had a black beard, closely cropped, and wore a red suit under the dark coat.

Another flash of light occurred through the thinness of my eyelids, and I dutifully counted the seconds. Instead of thunder, another flash occurred, and I counted again.

Then my eyes flew open. I sat up in bed as the air seemed to swirl around me. It was as though a door or window had been opened in the lantern room, and the strength of a windswept storm was billowing down the stairs toward me. When the light flashed again, I counted wide-eyed. It was the same. They were all the same.

I bounded from the bed and dashed to the nearest window. It wasn’t lightning that caused the night to turn to day. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky. It was the lighthouse.

I backed away from the spiral staircase as though it were a snake in my room. It couldn’t be. The logical part of my brain deduced a short in the electricity. Billie had said the lantern never worked. Perhaps, I told myself, it had never worked properly. Maybe the proximity to the elements had rusted a connection somewhere. That had to be it. Like Shay had said, there was a faulty connection.

Well, I owed it to myself and the lighthouse owner to ensure the lighthouse wasn’t about to catch fire. Didn’t I?

I struggled to calm my racing heart. Then I made my way to the landing and peered upward. From this angle, I could see the light rhythmically circling. At one point, it appeared as if something was interfering with the lantern’s light, almost as if someone was standing in front of it, waving a blanket. Or a flag.

I stepped onto the first step, grateful for the solid wood beneath my feet. This was no shaky, hastily constructed spiral staircase. It had rails on both sides and polished mahogany steps so thick that they’d clearly been built to last. I remained on the outside nearest the wall as the inner section of each circling step narrowed. I could only see a few steps in front of me and a few steps behind, and I tried to calm my imagination as I encountered each curve.

The light abruptly died once my head became visible above the lantern room floor. Aha, I told myself. Perhaps I touched a loose hardwood strip, and it caused the connection to falter. Maybe I even stepped on the same spot the evening before. But as I entered the room, I knew that neither had occurred. I hadn’t caused the light to begin flashing and rotating, and I hadn’t caused it to cease.

I remained transfixed midway between the stairs and the lantern table, staring at it. I tried willing myself to awaken, though I knew I was not sleepwalking. My eyes moved from the confines of the room to the windows. The stars remained luminescent. There still wasn’t a cloud in the sky.

It took some time for my heartbeat to return to normal. I told myself that certainly there was nothing here to hurt me. But perhaps I needed a few security cameras. Once I discovered where they could be sent, I could order them easily enough. Then, instead of wandering up and down the stairs in my bare feet, I could lie in the comfort of the bed and peer at a phone app while assuring myself that all was well. Cameras would require less upkeep than a dog. 

At the thought, I missed Shay’s gorgeous Irish Setter, Sadie. She would have navigated the stairs to the lantern room in the time it took me to reach the first landing. Her mere presence would have calmed and reassured me. For a fleeting moment, I thought of calling Shay and asking him to bring her. Then I remembered the awful, lengthy quarantine dogs often endured when they crossed the Atlantic, and I knew it wasn’t practical. While he visited me, Sadie would remain with Shay’s sister, Bella, and I would buy security cameras. I almost felt as though my thoughts had accomplished something significant.

I hugged myself in the chill of the night and turned to leave when something caught my eye. I turned slowly, almost inconspicuously. 

The portrait hung in the window, the man facing inward to follow me with his dark, brooding eyes.
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I felt rather silly in the bright light of day as I drove to the meager intersection I’d passed through the day before. I tried convincing myself that I’d only thought I’d removed the portrait, though a debate raged in my mind as I thought of the stubborn chain and the unexpected weight. But that had to be the answer, I argued, as a weighty portrait wasn’t going to spin around and find its way back up the wall, now was it? It had also been perfectly level, which was unlikely if it had jumped back up there. No, there were only two explanations. Either I had imagined removing it, or I’d sleepwalked and hung it back up myself. There. Issue explained.

I parked my car in the vacant lot and wondered if the general store was even operational. The building resembled something out of a mid-century noir film. If the Bates Motel had an attached general store, this could be it. The door was on the corner and consisted of an old screen with enough holes to allow a cat in, and I wondered why they bothered with it. I stepped inside to discover a hefty door that was pulled back and held in place by a rock. A rather unpleasant mixture of odors reminded me of raw meat on the counter, musty shelves, and overripe produce. It was larger than it had appeared from the outside, with long, narrow rows and a register off to one side. I glanced upward to find that most of the sparsely hanging lights were turned off or burned out, which accounted for the gloom.

As I stepped toward the register to grab an old-fashioned wire basket with aged wood handles, I realized the sign over it read “Dikshita General Store and Post Office.” Peering more closely, I discovered a minuscule bank of post office boxes behind the register. I felt excitement well up inside me.

Looking around, I came eye-to-eye with a man hovering behind a stack of boxes so tall that it had formed a wall. But, rather than his head atop his neck in a straight line, he appeared to be hiding behind the boxes. He stuck his head out sideways like the old pull-out tabs in children’s books, so only his eyes, forehead, and top of his head were visible.

“Excuse me,” I said. “May I rent a post office box from you?”

His head disappeared only to reappear a moment later as if to see whether I was still there.

I pointed to the wall of post office boxes. “Do you have an available one I can rent?” I said a little louder. I smiled pleasantly.

His head disappeared again.

“I’ve leased the lighthouse,” I offered, speaking to the boxes. “I think they call it the Cooper Lighthouse? Harry Cooper’s old home?”

The eyes reappeared.

“I can see you, you know.”

They disappeared.

“I’m still here. I’m picking up a few items and need a post office box.” After a moment, I sighed audibly. 

The screen door banged behind me. “Oh, miss, can I help you?”

I turned to face a man with a wide, pleasant face and a mountain of hair. “Yes,” I said, smiling. “I want to rent a post office box.”

“Of course, of course.” He hurried around to the other side of the counter. Spying the other man hiding behind the boxes, he said something to him that I couldn’t quite catch. When he turned back to me, he appeared more than a little annoyed. “Please excuse him,” he said, tilting his head. “I had a quick errand and left him in charge.”

I didn’t respond. He slid a piece of paper toward me and rustled through the counter until he found a pen. “I just need this filled out.” As I started to write, he said, “So, you’re not from around here.”

“I’m renting Harry Cooper’s old place.” I hesitated. “This form needs my home address, but I don’t know—”

“Don’t bother with that. We all know Harry’s Lighthouse.”

“So—that’s what it’s called?”

He nodded. “Do you want to pay by the week or the month?”

“The full year, if I may.” I reached into my wallet for a credit card.

“A year? In Harry’s Lighthouse?”

“Yes. I’ve leased it for the year.”

He looked at the credit card. “Maybe you’ll want to pay for a month and see how it works out. The box, I mean.”

“No, I’d just as soon know I have it for the full year. Unless you plan to be going somewhere?” I glanced around.

He chuckled a bit nervously. “I’m Argo Dikshita,” he said. “My family has been here for more than two hundred years, so I doubt I’m going anywhere.”

“Ah.” I glanced at the sign above the register. “Is that the town’s name, also?”

“If you can call it a town, yeah. And you are—” He glanced at the form I’d just completed.

“Hayley Hunter,” I offered.

“The author?”

“I’m afraid so.”

He reached under the counter and handed me a key. “You don’t need to ask for your mail,” he said pleasantly. “Especially if Beckett is in charge.” He glanced at a spot as if he could peer through the boxes to the other side. “Just raise the counter at the end there and get your mail yourself. You have that box there. Number 10.”

“You trust me to do that? Behind the register, I mean?”

“Everybody does it.”

“I see. Well, thank you, Mister Dikshita.”

“Argo.”

“Argo. Can you write down the mailing address for me? I assume you take packages here?”

“FedEx, UPS, postal service, you name it.”

“Excellent. I’m just going to pick up a few food items, too, while I’m here. I might stand here for a moment and order some security cameras to be delivered here, too, if you have Wi-Fi.”

“Absolutely, we have Wi-Fi.” He handed me half a dozen business cards, each with a different vocation. “We’re the post office, tree removal, electrician, plumber—” he waved his hand “—and of course, the grocery and hardware store. In fact,” he said excitedly, “I just got in some security cams. Want to see them?”

I hesitated, picturing a 1940s version covered in dust, but he produced them faster than I could react. To my surprise, they were exactly what I had in mind.

“I put the wireless in for Harry,” Argo was saying. “These work on that system, and you don’t even have to worry about a power failure—”

“Let me guess. You installed the solar panels.”

“I did.” He beamed. “It was Beckett there who crawled onto the cupola. But I wired everything. Even during hurricanes, the power at Harry’s never went out. Not for a second. Can’t say that about every place in these parts.” He chuckled.

“Then, can you tell me about the electricity to the lantern room?”

His smile faded. “Are you having issues?”

“Billie told me the lantern didn’t work, and I wondered...”

“Oh, the lantern will work. I checked it out on the floors below.”

“Then, is there an electrical problem on that floor?”

He shifted from one foot to the other. The door opened, and a burly man called out a boisterous greeting. “Oh, Teddy,” Argo said, “I have that bait you asked for—” With that, he was gone, rushing around the corner to attend to his other customer.

I inspected the security camera packaging. They were tabletop models, so they could be moved around as needed, or I could mount them. Tabletop would do, for now. I added two to my basket and picked up the paper with my new address. It read in neat block letters: Post Office Box 10, Dikshita, North Carolina, followed by the zip code. That was easy enough to remember. Then, I turned toward the groceries and began planning my meals.

In the end, it was Beckett who carried the bags out to my car. Surprisingly, he was a pleasant-looking young man. He was wiry with closely cropped blue-black hair and large brown eyes that reminded me of a doe. He was very careful when placing my bags, tying off the plastic handles so the contents wouldn’t spill out, and testing to ensure nothing fell over on my drive home. I attempted to tip him, but he retreated. Perhaps he was mute, I thought. I smiled as pleasantly as I could as he backed his way through the door to the store.
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I munched on a sandwich on the ground floor while I gazed out the window across the secluded swamps. Afterward, I made my way to the third floor. I set up my laptop in front of the window furthest from the portrait and paused while contemplating my surroundings. If I hadn’t known better, I might have thought I was gazing at the bogs in Ireland. 

I wondered at the Irish who left everything they knew to migrate to America. In search of a new life in a land they knew nothing about, the language and customs were often quite different and must have been jarring. Many immigrants would find their way to places similar to what they’d left behind. The Highlander Scots would migrate to the mountains, Scandinavians often moved to colder climates, and the Irish—well, the Irish would go in search of a livelihood, wherever that might take them.

It was, after all, why I was here. I would begin my genealogy work online, as I always did, and then I would hit the road to track down historians, archaeologists, and genealogists for on-site research. Just as I had left Ireland two days ago, my ancestors migrated generations earlier in search of new opportunities. While I had known America, having been born and raised here, and was returning to something familiar, they had been sailing into the unknown. And what had taken me a few hours in an airplane had taken them six weeks aboard a ship.

First, however, I had a job to do. I departed for the ground floor and returned with one of the cameras I’d purchased from the Dikshita General Store. I easily connected to Wi-Fi, silently thanking Harry for his attention to detail in restoring the old lighthouse. After some deliberation, I set the camera on the ledge opposite the spiral staircase. The wide-angle option allowed me to view almost the entire floor, including the mysterious portrait. I placed the second one on the kitchen counter on the ground floor, which had a good view of the door and nearly the entire floor.

Satisfied, I returned upstairs, opened my laptop, and connected that device to Wi-Fi. The signal was surprisingly good up here, and I reviewed the information I’d compiled thus far. In the 1720s, three of my ancestors left Ulster, where one had owned a fleet of ships, to settle in America. It was customary in those days for ocean vessels to transport passengers and cargo. It would be another 120 years before the Great Hunger, when the ships would be converted into famine ships, carrying scores of people crammed in like sardines, desperate to flee imminent starvation. Their journeys were quite literally ones of life and death.

My ancestors fared better than many. They landed in Pennsylvania, and after a time, they separated. While one brother remained in the Philadelphia area, another moved to New York, and a third to Virginia. It was the third one I was currently researching; he would move to the North Carolina Territory and eventually become involved in the American Revolution. The North Carolina Territory stretched from the Atlantic Ocean and encompassed North and South Carolina, Georgia, and Florida, and as far west as Tennessee and Mississippi. From 1712 to 1776, it was known as the Province of North Carolina or Albemarle Province. That meant when my ancestor fought in present-day Tennessee, the records would be housed in Raleigh, North Carolina.

I logged onto the Raleigh Archives. They had an impressive and extensive online data collection, including entire sections on the Revolutionary War, land holdings, and family records. I knew my ancestors had been granted land after the war in return for their contributions to fighting the British. One had received 4,800 acres, which led me to believe he had played an instrumental role. It didn’t take long for me to locate the grants.

I realized things were a bit odd as I reviewed information handed down through the generations. They had fought for the King or Queen of England as far back as 1608. It was in that year that my ancestors migrated from Lowland Scotland to Ulster, in what was known as the Plantation Era. In return for fighting for King James in O’Doherty’s Rebellion, one ancestor was granted a thousand acres at the base of the Inishowen Peninsula. In 1641, his son would defend Derry during the siege inflicted by the Jacobites and receive 1,500 acres in County Tyrone. Then, in 1689, his grandchildren would fight for the king again at Derry, now renamed Londonderry —a name never accepted by the native Irish, even today.

They had been loyal subjects of the Crown. Yet, they had turned on England in the 18th century and fought against her. One ancestor would receive 640 acres along Gooses Creek; another would be granted 640 acres along the Cumberland River, and a third ancestor 640 acres at Cedar Creek. Two more were granted 640 acres each, but I didn’t have the locations. That meant these men might have been privates; for each month they served, they received 7.6 acres in place of money. Money was scarce, but land was plentiful. If they served for the entire war, a total of 84 months, they were eligible for 640 acres. If they served as a major during the whole time, they received more than 57 acres per month, totaling 4,800 acres, which accounted for one very illustrious ancestor. By all accounts, my family had joined the rebellion early, turning on the same Crown that had granted them thousands of acres in their ancestral land.
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