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Chapter One: The Light Keeper
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The lighthouse had stood on Shepherd's Point for one hundred and twelve years, and Isla Shepherd had been its keeper for four.

She had inherited the post the way she had inherited most of the meaningful things in her life — by being the last one left. Her grandmother Eileen had kept the light before her, and her great-uncle Bernard before that, and the Shepherds had tended this particular stretch of Maine coastline across six generations with the specific devotion of people who understood that the light was not merely a navigation aid. It was a promise. Every ship that passed the Point in darkness was promised: you are seen. You are not alone out there. Whatever the sea does to you tonight, someone on the land is watching.

Isla believed this. She believed it with the bone-deep conviction that came from having the sea take something from you that you could never get back, and choosing, despite that, to stand at the edge of it every night with the light at your back.

Her parents had died in this water. Not here at the Point — seven miles south, in the channel between the mainland and Donovan Island, where the currents ran complicated and the rocks sat close beneath the surface. They had been bringing a supply run across in October, when the weather came fast and the channel turned ugly without warning. The boat had gone down within sight of the Donovan house on the island's eastern shore. No one had sent a search party. No one from the island had called the coast guard. By the time anyone from the mainland understood what had happened, the channel had done its work.

She had been twelve. She had stood in her grandmother Eileen's kitchen with the specific quality of a child who has been told something too large to hold and who is holding it anyway because there is no alternative, and she had looked out the window at the sea, and she had made a decision that she had not known at twelve was a decision and that she had understood gradually over the years that followed was the most important decision she would ever make.

She was going to stay. She was going to keep the light. She was going to stand at the edge of the thing that had taken her parents and she was going to be the promise: you are seen. You are not alone.

At twenty-six she was the youngest lighthouse keeper in Maine history. The coast guard administration in Portland kept this fact in their files with the mild pride of an institution that appreciated a good record. The town of Harrow Point kept it with the warmer pride of a community that loved Isla Shepherd specifically and was glad she was doing what she was doing, even if they also worried about her, which they did, with the persistent gentle concern of people who had known her since before the decision.

She did not, as a rule, let people worry about her visibly. She trusted the waves and the wind and the rhythm of the light — every four hours, the climb up the one hundred and fourteen steps, the check of the lens, the log entry, the descent. She trusted the work. The work was the thing that held when everything else was uncertain, and she had learned to keep a life built on things that held.

She did not trust people. People left, or the sea took them, or both. The waves were more reliable than people. The wind had never once pretended to be something it wasn't.

She stood at the top of the tower on a Tuesday evening in early November and looked at the water to the south and the island visible from the highest point of the lens room — the dark mass of Donovan Island, a mile and a half offshore, its lights visible in the gathering evening. The Donovan house was a presence she had grown up with the way you grew up with something you were required to hate before you fully understood what hate cost: as a fact of the landscape, necessary and malign.

Old Patrick Donovan had died two weeks ago. She had heard it from Agnes at the post office, who had heard it from the ferry operator, who had received a call from the island's caretaker about arrangements. The heir — Patrick's son, Cormac, who had left the island at eighteen and had apparently been in the Arctic studying whales for the better part of a decade — was expected back to settle the estate.

She had looked at the island when she heard this and felt the specific quality of feeling she always felt when the Donovans entered her awareness: the old, structural antagonism that had been part of her since before she could name it, the inheritance of a grief that had been translated into blame and passed down through two generations of Shepherds like a stone that no one had ever set down.

She had looked at the island and she had gone back to the light.

The storm was coming. She could feel it in the particular way the November air had changed quality — the specific density of a pressure system that was going to be significant, the kind that the Maine coast got twice a decade and that required all of a keeper's attention and none of her sentiment.

She climbed down the one hundred and fourteen steps and went to check the storm shutters.

She did not think about the heir on the island.

Not yet.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two: The Reluctant Heir
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Cormac Donovan — Mac to everyone who knew him, which was fewer people than his family name suggested — had spent the flight from Tromsø to Boston and the subsequent regional flight to Portland rehearsing the specific conversation he was going to have with the estate solicitor and the specific decisions he was going to make and the specific timeline on which he was going to make them and return to Norway and the humpback pod he had been tracking off the Svalbard coast for eighteen months.

He had a grant. He had a research vessel. He had data that needed another full season to be meaningful. He had a life that was everything his family had not been and that was, in the specific way of lives built in deliberate opposition to an inheritance, exactly what he needed.

He had also had a father. Old Patrick Donovan, seventy-four, had died of a heart attack on the island in the second week of October with the abruptness of a man who had not expected to go yet and who had therefore left nothing arranged. No will that was current. No instructions for the estate. No communication to his only son beyond the absence that had been their relationship for as long as Mac could remember.
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