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So lovely was the loneliness
Of a wild lake, with black rock bound,
And the tall pines that towered around.


The Lake, Edgar Allan Poe (1809–1849)
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PART ONE


Endings and Beginnings
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Arnie Richardson


The black Lab is aging. His arthritic legs stiffly pick their way along the well-worn path, stepping carefully over roots and carrying his stout form between the trunks of spruce and poplar. His muzzle, flecked with gray, tracks close to the ground, gathering the scent of his master’s trail.


It is a morning ritual, one that takes them from the cottages at Silver Islet through the woods to Middlebrun Bay—a ritual they have practiced since the Lab was a gangly-legged pup. But even then, all those years ago, the man’s hair was white, his eyes framed by crow’s feet, his beard dusted with silver. Now they are both slowing, man and dog, wincing at stiff joints, choosing their footing carefully. Each morning when they set off at the first pale orange light of dawn, they greet each other with the simple satisfaction of knowing they have another day to do so.


The man leans comfortably on a walking stick, a length of knotty pine first polished by the waves of Lake Superior and then varnished until gleaming in his workshop. He does not need it, not until the trail begins to climb, and then his grip tightens and the wood becomes a part of him, necessary and integral. He pauses at the top of a ridge. Two paths merge here, the one they are on joining the much wider, more frequently traveled route that is part of the hiking trails of Sleeping Giant Provincial Park. The park is quiet now.


It is a mystical place, this peninsula, jutting out into Lake Superior; chiseled rocky cliffs and worn ridges, mysteriously carved by wind and rain and time, take the form of a giant slumbering in a cradle of icy gray water. Legends speak of an Ojibwe god, Nanibijou, lying down at the entrance to Thunder Bay, his magnificent form turning to stone, eternally protecting rich silver deposits. The story may be myth, but the silver is real. Extracting its riches led to deep shafts sunk well below the surface of Superior, where miners followed the veins of ore under the constant threat of encroaching water. The mine gave rise to the town, no more than a hamlet really—a cluster of wooden houses, a blacksmith shop, a store, all abandoned when the Lake won its battle and buried the silver in an icy grave. After a few years cottagers arrived and dusted off the floors and tables, polished the windows, nailed loose shingles into place, and Silver Islet came back to life, if only for a season each year. For generations now, the man’s family has spent the summers in one of the houses, visiting during the winter months for a few days or even weeks when the weather permits. He has walked this path since he was a child.


Man and dog begin their descent toward the shore, the dog’s tail painting half circles in the air behind him, the man’s stick alternately thumping against damp earth and tapping against hard rock as the trail wanders toward the bay. Lake Superior is beginning to stir, shaking off the mist that settled like a shroud overnight. The foghorns at Trowbridge and Porphyry light stations, now silent, spent the hours before dawn calling out to unseen vessels as they carefully charted their way across Thunder Bay, past the cape at the foot of the Sleeping Giant, out toward Isle Royale and into the shipping lanes of Lake Superior. But the rising sun and the waking wind have chased away any remaining wisps, and instead of the ominous warning of the horns, songbirds serenade the walking pair.


The warning would have been a more fitting accompaniment.


The dog’s gait quickens as he senses the nearness of the Lake. His bones are tired and his eyesight faded, but he is a Lab, and the water calls to him. He passes the man and lopes onto the beach of Middlebrun Bay, snatching a stick from the line of debris that was tossed high up above the waterline by waves during a recent storm. He sets off along the shore, the path his paws trace through the sand erased by the Lake as quickly as it is drawn.


The man is not far behind, but far enough that the dog has spotted her before his owner’s first footprint appears. The Lab’s vision is clouded, but he can sense her presence and discern her shape as it emerges from the rocks and trees and beach and waves. He stands in the water, barking, his stick dropped, forgotten.


She is about twenty-six feet long, her wooden hull splintered and gaping on the port side, her boom swinging as the Lake rises and falls beneath her. Each breath of the water lifts her off the rocky bottom, setting her down again with a shudder. The main sail is still set, but flapping, tattered. She is listing, her bilges breached, the Lake moving through her. The man doesn’t need to see the name painted on the stern; he knows that the cursive script reads “Wind Dancer.”


The beach pulls at his feet as he rushes toward the boat, his prints punctuated by the round end of his walking stick so that his trail looks like a message written in Morse code. The bay is shallow, but there are rocks skirting the far end, and it is there that the vessel lies. He gives little thought to the clamoring of the Lab, calling out instead to anyone who may yet be on board. He stumbles toward the point, splashing into the icy water. Numbness creeps up his legs, clutching him, grasping, but he ignores it, continuing over the rocks, avoiding the crushing gap between boat and shore, and hauling himself into the cockpit where he stands, shivering.


He has never been aboard Wind Dancer before, but still the flood of memories threatens to drown him, rushing back as he looks from broken rudder to snapped halyard. He remembers the fort the two of them built together out of driftwood as boys, feels the tug on his rod the time they took the little gaff-rigged boat Sweet Pea out fishing in Walker’s Channel for the first time alone, tastes the beer they shared, stolen from a picnic basket and carried to the black volcanic beach on the far side of Porphyry Island. He hears the whispering of names, Elizabeth and Emily.


“Goddammit, Charlie!” He speaks aloud, looking up at the mast and tattered sail, at the silhouette of two gulls soaring high above. “What the hell have you done now?”


It has been sixty years since they last spoke, sixty years since Porphyry Island went up in flames. He has seen Wind Dancer many times, heard stories of her captain, of Elizabeth. Emily. But they did not speak, he and Charlie. Doing so would have given voice to their complicity, however well-meaning, and fed the ache of regret. It has haunted him. Not a day has gone by in all that time that he hasn’t thought of them. Not one.


The old man grasps a cleat for balance and peers through the companionway into the cabin below. A seat cushion and a baseball cap float in the pool of water. On the chart table is a stack of books, its faded sailcloth wrapping loose, a twisted pile of twine beside.


He sits on the helmsman’s seat. The Lab is silent. There are only birds to interrupt his thoughts, and the quiet chatter of wind and Lake and the creaking complaints of the boat. Charlie Livingstone is not on board.


Wind Dancer is empty of life except for the flickering glow of a kerosene lantern, weakly but defiantly burning, lashed to the boom like a beacon.
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Morgan


What a fucking waste of time. A bunch of do-gooders, sitting around dreaming up stupid policies. We’re exploring … what did they call it? “Restorative rehabilitation processes.” They can say they’ve tried, that they’ve reached out with compassion to some poor underprivileged soul—look how brilliant and forward-thinking we are. Wrapped up in their tiny little worlds with their perfect polite children who go to class and do their homework, and petition to banish junk food and end starvation in Africa and play on the basketball team and never come home high on Saturday night. And they pat themselves on their backs and say, Look what good parents we are. Look what good citizens we are. If they only knew.


Let them put a tiny stitch in a gaping wound, set my feet on the right path. I’ll apologize, and go through the motions of accepting their compassion. It wasn’t my fault, really. It was the system that let me down.


Fucking waste of time.


They searched my backpack. I should have ditched it before I got to McDonald’s. Or at least the spray-paint cans. No chance talking myself out of that one. No, Officer. I was nowhere near Boreal Retirement Home. No, sir. I had nothing to do with that graffiti. Those aren’t mine. I was just holding them for a friend. Which one? Oh, umm … he’s not here.


Assholes. No one spoke up for me. No one. They all kept their eyes down and sucked on their Diet Cokes, their faces plastered with the same condescending looks their parents use. The poor thing. Can you blame her, really?


Apparently they could.


When they brought me home, I could tell Laurie was pissed. She gave me that “disappointed” lecture that made me roll my eyes. I was placed with her and Bill a little over a year ago, and while they act like they care, I can’t be bothered. They’re not my parents, and I have no interest in pretending they are. I won’t be there long. I’m just another foster kid in a stream of foster kids moving through their house.


The bus lurches to a stop in front of a sprawling building and deposits me in front of Boreal Retirement Home before it huffs and drives off. I’m left standing alone on the quiet tree-lined street while the cold wind grabs at me. Here and there, clumps of fallen leaves tumble along the curb. I follow them along the sidewalk to the entrance.


God, I hate fall.


The door is locked, and I yank on it a few times before I notice the intercom. Of course it’s locked. This place is full of rich old folks, the ones who can afford the private nurses and full-time chefs and river location. As if they could give a shit. Probably can’t even remember what they had for breakfast. I press the buzzer, and a voice crackles over the intercom speaker. Couldn’t understand a fucking word, but I assume they’re asking my name.


“It’s Morgan. Morgan Fletcher.”


There’s a long pause before the door buzzes and the lock clicks open.


I find the administrative office and pause to knock on the open door. Behind the desk, a middle-aged woman is shuffling through folders.


“Sit down, Morgan,” she says, without even bothering to look up.


So I perch on the edge of one of the chairs and wait. A sign, barely visible among the stacks of papers on the desk, reads “Anne Campbell, RN, Executive Director.” I suppose she’s going to administer my “restorative rehabilitation.”


“All right.” Ms. Campbell sighs, extending the folder in her hand. “You’re Morgan Fletcher.” She removes her glasses and places them on the desk. “I see.”


I know what she sees. She sees what she wants to. She sees my straight black hair, dyed so that it shines like midnight. She sees dark kohl circling my gray eyes, my tight jeans and high black boots and the row of silver studs along my earlobes. She sees my pale face that I’ve made even paler, and my bright red lips. She doesn’t see that I am, maybe, just a little scared. I won’t let her see that.


I slouch back into the chair, and cross my legs. So that’s how it’s going to be. Fine.


Ms. Campbell opens the folder. “Well, Morgan, community hours, is it? It says here that you have agreed to clean up the graffiti and assist with further maintenance work under the direction of our maintenance supervisor.” She looks at me again. “You’ll be here every Tuesday and Thursday right after school for the next four weeks.”


“Yup.” I tap my toe against the front of the desk and look at my fingernails. They are painted red, like my lips. Blood red.


“I see,” she says. Again. Ms. Campbell pauses for a moment, and I can tell that she’s studying me. I know what’s in that folder. I don’t want her judgment. Worse, I don’t want her pity. I shift my gaze to a spider plant on the top of the filing cabinet. She sighs again. “Well, then, I guess we’d better get you introduced to Marty.” She leaves the folder containing my past on her desk, and I have no choice; I follow her down the hall.


Marty is old, but not old like the people who live here. He reminds me of a beardless Santa Claus, complete with round belly framed by red suspenders. His eyebrows have a life of their own, the hairs standing out in all directions and curling down, snowy white and bushy. They make up for the lack of hair elsewhere on his head, which is shiny bald on top but has a scruffy fringe reaching from ear to ear. It is the eyes below the runaway brows that I notice most: piercing blue, the color of the sky on a cold winter day.


Marty’s sitting at his desk, an old card table shoved against one wall of a stocked supply room. On the table is a pile of newspapers and a book with a painting of dancers on the cover. I recognize the artist: Degas. He’s one of my favorites. Our tattered old book had paintings by all the Impressionists, but I liked Degas the most. Marty’s probably using the pages to wipe paintbrushes.


“This is Morgan,” says Ms. Campbell.


He stands up, adjusts his suspenders, and looks at me with those icy blue eyes until I can no longer hold his gaze and look down to the spattered tile floor at my feet.


“Morgan,” he says, nodding. “I’ve been expecting you. Better put on some coveralls.”


Ms. Campbell turns and leaves without saying another word.


I get a feeling Marty has more to do with me being here than she does.
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Elizabeth


The tea has arrived with its usual punctuality. It is one thing I admire about this place.


I suppose my proclivity for routine is a carryover from my childhood at the light station. For so many years my life was measured in hours and minutes, broken into fragments of being on duty and off, marked by the time to light the mantle, to wind the clockworks, to check the fuel.


It is beginning to feel like home here. After so many years. How many has it been? Perhaps three now. The days merge; the seasons fold into each other, and I have lost count. It was luck to find this place where I have been able to retain some of the independence I crave yet still access the care that’s needed. Besides, it was time to come back, to leave behind the small villa on the coast of Tuscany that was our refuge for more than half a century. We chose it to be near enough to the water to hear the gulls and crashing waves. Even so, I felt that the Ligurian Sea never shared the fickle temperament of the Lake, that it was only a substitute home. We were as happy as can be expected, the odd couple that we were, tucked away from the prying eyes of the world. And we’ve each left our mark, a legacy, of sorts. Of course mine is not nearly so celebrated; only a handful of books, some still for sale in gift shops and art galleries around the world.


I am sitting in Pa’s chair, the afghan Emily and I knitted draped over my knees. I have the window open, inviting the autumn breeze to roam about my room.


I must be careful with the tea so that I don’t scald myself. My fingers explore the tray, running across the small pot, tracing the spout, the handle. My other hand finds the cup. I count when I pour. I know the cup can hold a count of five. They have given me packages of sugar, always two, even though I use only part of one. The spoon is not in its usual place, and I search to find it next to the milk. When I am finished, I lift the cup to my lips, blowing gently, more out of habit than necessity, and take a sip. Sighing, I allow Pa’s chair to embrace me.


I have taken to dreaming that I am young again, my hair the color of ravens, my eyes strong. In my dreams, I dance. I am back on the island of my youth, on the black volcanic beach of Porphyry, where the Lake licks the shore and the wind sets the sedge waving. I stoop to gather handfuls of devil’s paintbrush and sunny buttercups, adding them to the bouquet of nodding daisies already clutched in my hand. Emily is there, too, beautiful silent Emily, who always had one foot in the world of dreams. We clasp hands, two parts of a whole, and laugh and dance and spin until we fall to the warm ground, breathless, to stare up at the clouds chasing across the summer sky.


But lately, there has been a wolf wandering my dreams. I can see him gazing at us through the gaps between the trees. He slips in and out between the trunks of birch and fir, skirting the shore and watching us dance with his cold yellow eyes. Emily is not frightened by the wolf. She stares at him until he lies down at the edge of the beach, waiting. But he frightens me. I know why he is here. It is not yet time. But each day, I can tell that he is creeping closer, and it takes him longer and longer to settle.


It is one of the reasons I decided it was time to move back to the shores of Lake Superior. Here, in spite of the pain, in spite of the memories it holds, is as close to home, to Porphyry Island and the lighthouse, as I could get. Emily would have wanted that.


I take another sip of tea. Tepid already. The afternoon sun streams in the window, warming me more than the drink. I hold the cup carefully in my lap and turn my face toward the beam so that I can receive its full embrace.


I can hear Marty’s voice outside. I know he is the heartbeat of this place. And, oh my, he knows art, nearly as well as I do. Before my eyesight left me, he brought me books with paintings, and as we sipped our tea, he’d turn the pages and we would comment or criticize, depending on the artist. He was an eager listener as I shared tales of my travels and interesting bits of knowledge gleaned during a life spent roaming through art galleries and studying the masters. The woman in that painting—she was the artist’s lover, as we gazed at the work of Renoir. This painting, I told him, was stolen from the Jews during the Holocaust and found decades later in an attic in Italy. An American bought it, claiming it belonged to his great-grandfather in Holland before the war. Marty and I love the Impressionists most. This artist hired three people to tend his gardens, great expansive gardens, Marty, full of ponds and pathways and every kind of flower imaginable. Look at all the color. It was one of my favorite places we visited. We stood on the bridge, touched the wisteria. But the crush of people was too much, there, everywhere, and so we disappeared.


I should have known he would recognize her work, the simple lines, the movement and use of color. His eyes questioned, and mine answered. He is the only one here I have shared stories of my past with. He says little, but he listens. That is enough.


Marty knew, too, when my eyesight began to fade. He didn’t say a word. Didn’t let on that he saw my fumbled movements, my hesitant steps. He just stopped bringing books and started bringing tapes. Chopin, Mozart, Beethoven. And we sipped our tea and listened, letting the music create the paintings I could no longer see.


I think he understands. I think he knows how much I grieve for Emily, if it can be called grieving. I was Elizabeth and Emily, the twins, the lightkeeper’s daughters. It is hard to be anything else. It is hard to be just Elizabeth.


I can feel a cloud pass across my sunbeam, sense the brightness fade with what little is left of my shadowy vision. The breeze is causing the blinds to hum, and I am beginning to get a chill as it reaches cold fingers through the holes in the afghan. For me, autumn is a time of enchantment, when the world is painted with the colors of the masters. So many people dread the season, in all its splendor and romance, seeing it as the door to an end, to a winter of death. But autumn makes me feel alive. Autumn is the beginning and the end at the same time.


I reluctantly turn my face from the fading sunbeam and carefully settle my half-empty teacup back on the tray. I fold the afghan, draping it over the arm of the chair. It is time. With practiced care, I stand and cross my room to the door, pausing briefly in the entrance, one hand on the frame, hesitating. It is a daily ritual, one that makes me feel whole, however briefly. I step into the hallway and head away from my room and toward the other wing.


The wolf will have to wait.
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Morgan


“So you did it all yourself?”


When Marty asks me, he doesn’t really seem to be asking. It’s a question, but only just.


We’re filling up a bucket with warm water at the utility sink in his office. Marty has already loaded up another bucket with a collection of tools and brushes.


“Ya, sure,” I reply. I have to do what he asks, but I don’t have to tell him anything more than what I told the cops. I know he doesn’t believe that I was the only one here that night.


“Used spray paint?”


“Uh-huh.”


We carry the bucket and tools outside to the residents’ garden. It’s not a bad place, for an old people’s jail. There’s lots of plants and pathways and a big patio area covered by a wooden pergola with some chairs and tables underneath. Most of the flowers look like they’ve finished blooming and have been trimmed back. There are still some purple ones, though. They look like daisies, but not quite. The fence is along the back, separating it from the bike path that runs along the river.


Marty is dressed in a red plaid flannel jacket, and I’m wearing his blue coveralls. We walk around to the back of the fence, the part that’s facing away from the building. He sets the bucket down on the lawn, and stands, arms crossed, looking.


“Ain’t going to come off by washing,” he says.


“No shit,” I murmur, just loud enough that he can hear.


Marty still stands there, looking at the fence.


“What kind of paint did you use?”


Was this guy for real? “SPRAY paint.”


“Not very good quality.”


I know that now. It was cheap shit that dripped and didn’t cover like I wanted it to. I sit down at the picnic table without answering. I have all the time in the world for his questions.


“Didn’t finish?”


“What?”


“You know … you didn’t finish it?”


I look at my work. Marty’s right, it isn’t quite finished. “Nah. Someone must have called the cops, so we … I split.”


It was the first time I’d done a piece this big. I wanted to prove to them that I was good enough to be part of their crew, and this was the only way. I did it on my own, but Derrick came along. He was supposed to be looking out for me, making sure I didn’t get caught.


I’d met them at a party Derrick took me to. We were sitting around the kitchen table and I was sketching on the top of an empty pizza box, and one of them started watching me. I’d drawn the same thing so many times, over and over and over so it just flowed, and I was barely thinking about what I was doing. I don’t know why that one, that picture, but it was always one of my favorites, and I liked to play around with it, change it, make it mine while keeping it somehow still the same. When I saw him looking at the picture, I covered it up with my hand and tried to slide the box away. But he stopped me. He took hold of the pizza box and studied it. He said it was good, real good, and asked me if I’d ever thought of making it big, seeing it up on a wall. I didn’t really know what he was talking about. Derrick told me later who he was, that he was part of a graffiti crew. He pointed out some of their pieces around town, and they were fucking amazing.


We ran into them again a few weeks later, and after we’d all had a few beers they invited Derrick and me to go with them to the rail yards. I like to think that it was because they liked my drawing, but I know they never would have asked if it wasn’t for Derrick. I didn’t give a shit either way; I was just glad to be included. I watched, creeping along with them beside the train near the abandoned grain elevators, my heart racing, my palms sweaty. God, it was such a thrill. To pour your soul onto a wall or a rail car and be able to step back and see your fears and your hopes and your dreams and your flaws. And to be able to walk through the city, to have other people walk through the city, and there’s proof that you were there, that you were alive. I wanted to be part of that. I stole some paint from Canadian Tire, started working on my own tag, thinking about my piece, doing small things here and there. It fucking made me feel like Banksy.


Marty’s staring at the fence like he’s in some art gallery. I wait.


“Huh,” is all he says.


Except for where I was working, the paint has started to peel. It was a stupid place to write, I know that now. Marty walks up to the fence, picks at a flake with his fingernail, and lets it drop to the ground. It looks like it needed a new coat long before I ever came near it with my spray-paint cans.


“Will have to scrape it first.” He hands me a scraper. “Both sides. Then wash it with a wire brush.”


He turns and walks back to the entrance, whistling.


Derrick bought me an iPod and earbuds. He’s always buying me things. Well, maybe not always. But sometimes out of nowhere, he just shows up and casually says, “Hey, I got you something.” And everything’s great. We’re great. Other times, I don’t hear from him for days and I wonder what the hell I’ve done. I don’t care about the stuff. It’s nice, but I really don’t give a shit.


With my music on, time passes quickly. After a few hours of scraping, the fence looks like a disaster. The places that weren’t touched by my bright colors peel off easily and soon the ground and gardens are littered with bits of white and purple and blue.


Marty finally comes back. I haven’t seen him since he left me here with the scraper, but I’m not fooled. I know he watched me the whole time. I’m sure Anne Campbell, RN, Executive Director, was peering through one of the windows at me, too.


“It’s a start,” is all Marty says.


He picks up the bucket, tossing the water onto a shrub, and heads back inside, so I follow him, carrying the other tools. I peel off the coveralls and hang them up. My boots are covered with flakes of paint.


“You might want to wear different shoes next time.” Marty has his back to me, hanging up his plaid jacket on the hook next to the coveralls. Without turning around to look at me, he adds, “See you Thursday.”


Fucking waste of time.
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Elizabeth


I asked one of the support workers to push me outside in a wheelchair. The day is much too beautiful to spend trapped behind concrete walls, the sunlight filtered through glass. I need the fresh air and sunshine to fill my frail body, to sustain me through the long winter months ahead.


I suppose I could have come out here on my own using my walker, but it is becoming more and more difficult as my vision fades to shadowy images that dance in front of me like spirits, refusing to settle into shapes and forms with finite edges. I am dressed for the cold in a warm fleece jacket and have a woolen blanket tucked snugly around my legs. I am wearing the sunglasses Marty gave me in the summer. My eyes are sensitive now, to wind, and to light. It is ironic.


“How is this, Miss Livingstone?” the aide asks, after pushing me beneath the pergola. She is young. I recognize her voice, but she is new and I can’t match it to the image of a face stored away in memory. I don’t need much help, but when I do, it’s nice to know it’s here for the asking.


“If you don’t mind,” I answer, “just a bit farther out, where the sun can reach.” She obliges me.


Last night, I was restless. I drifted between sleep and wake, walking the world of dreams where the conscious mind slips into illusory tales. I could not see the wolf pacing this time, but felt his hot breath damp against my cold, dry skin. I cast about desperately for Emily, calling her name only to have it drowned by the sound of waves crashing against the cliffs of Porphyry. My hands, slippery with sweat, tore at the branches, hanging like dark curtains shrouding the forest. When I woke with a start, my heart was racing.


Not yet.


I lay there for a time, just breathing. There was no need to turn on a light when I climbed out of bed. I know every inch of my room with despicable intimacy. The single bed covered by the quilt Emily and I stitched so many years ago out of scraps of fabric rescued from the rag bin or clipped from old dresses. One small dresser against the far wall, containing a lifetime of memories pared down to a couple of drawers. The chair that Pa sat in when he read the paper; the only chair that survived and made the journey from the lightkeeper’s house when we left the island. It waited for us, tucked in Maijlis’s attic for almost sixty years, while Emily and I wandered the world. There are days when I think I can still smell smoke clinging to the tattered fabric.


Wearing only a cotton nightgown, my feet bare, I crossed the room and opened the window. The breeze, cool and damp, was quick to respond. My hair, now the color of a snowy owl, clung matted to my forehead, pasted there by the roaming of my sleeping mind. As I eased into Pa’s chair, the air wandered through me, purging the wispy remnants of the dream. I could hear the clear sounds carried by the night. The clanging of a railroad crossing and shunting trains, their diesel engines complaining with the effort. A siren. Ambulance. Someone was facing tragedy. Cars. Not many. It must have been late. Or very early. There was no wind to engage the trees in conversation. It was then that I heard it. Yes. So faint but there.


A fog signal.


I dozed for a time where I sat until the coolness became too much for my thin gown and I made my way back under the quilt to wait for the halls to stir with the sounds of morning.


But now it is midafternoon; the sun has burned all the dampness from the air and warmed the earth enough that I can smell the richness of the soil. Marty’s doing. He knows about compost and mulch. And like the painters in his treasured books, he’s an expert in color. The Michaelmas daisy must be blooming by now; lavender purple with a bright yellow center. Perhaps the Japanese anemone survives still. Certainly the mums last as late as this.


I can hear sparrows foraging beneath the picnic table. There is another sound, too. Scraping. And the faint buzzing tempo of distant music, oddly reminiscent of Mozart. Ah, yes. Marty mentioned this to me. A girl, he said, Morgan. Vandalized the fence several weeks ago and set all sorts of chins wagging about the idleness and disrespect of today’s youth. But not Marty. He told me, in his cursory way, that her painting intrigued him. But it’s the Mozart that intrigues me.


I realize I have been sleeping when I wake to the sound of footsteps heading toward me on the sidewalk. I assume it is the aide, coming to return me to my quarters. What an old lady I am now. Sleeping in a wheelchair, no less, wrapped up like a baby in woolens and fleece. Have I come full circle?


There are three sets of footsteps. Curious. The sparrows continue to chirp, but the steady, rhythmic scraping behind the fence abruptly grows silent.


“Miss Livingstone.” The voice belongs to Ms. Campbell. “These two police officers would like to have a few words with you. Would you like me to bring you inside?”


I should have recognized the sound of their shoes. They would be black and stiff and polished to a shine. “No. No, thank you, Anne. I’m sure anything they have to say can be said right here. Please, have a seat.” I nod in the direction of the picnic tables.


“Very well, then. I’ll be in my office if you need me.” Ms. Camp-bell’s sensible footwear recedes.


“Miss Livingstone, I’m Constable Ken Barry. This is my partner, Constable Cheryl Coombs.”


I do not offer my hand. I do not wish to be rude, but it has been my experience that officers of the law rarely bring glad tidings.


“We’ve just come from a meeting with the Coast Guard, and …” Constable Barry sounds like he is fumbling for his words. “A sailboat was found washed ashore, damaged and abandoned, in Middlebrun Bay near Silver Islet. The boat’s name is Wind Dancer. It was registered to Charles Livingstone. Your brother.”


I can hear the sparrows. It sounds to me like they are quarreling.


“Miss Livingstone, there is a remote chance that he was able to get to shore. The gentleman who discovered her—a man named Arnie Richardson, who says he knows you—managed to wade out and climb aboard. It is possible that Mr. Livingstone made it off the boat safely.” He pauses. “It’s possible, but unfortunately it’s not likely. It would help if we knew why he was out there, out on the Lake at this time of year, and where he might have been going. We could then focus our search. Can you think of anything that could help us?”


There must be more than ten sparrows. They sound like they are in the hydrangea on the far side of the fence, waiting to return to the patio.


One of the officers places something on the table. “These were found on board. They appear to be old logbooks from Porphyry; we think they may have been your father’s. Arnie Richardson thought you should have them. He said he’d heard you moved back to Thunder Bay, that we could find you here.”


The sparrows are moving again; their fluttering wings have carried them to the branches of the lilac bush. They rest for a moment and allow a raven to fill the space with his croaking presence. I am tired. It is time for my afternoon cup of tea. And Marty gave me that tin of shortbread cookies. It is beside the oil lantern. The one that looks like the lamp that was always in the assistant keeper’s house at Porphyry Light. The sparrows would enjoy a few crumbs of shortbread. I will have to remember to bring a cookie or two tomorrow if the weather cooperates and I am able to sit outside again.


But they are waiting. They are waiting for me to say something. They have spoken with Arnie Richardson. They want to know about Charlie. They want to know why he was out on Wind Dancer. They want to know where he was going. They don’t realize he had become a stranger to me. But even at that, I know. There is only one place.


“Porphyry Island. He would have been going to Porphyry Island.”
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Morgan


I pick up the scraper again, start on another part of the fence. I’m wearing Caleb’s work boots this time, which are two sizes too big. He’s been at Laurie and Bill’s longer than I have, but he’s a lazy no-good shit and probably won’t even miss them. Between the boots and Marty’s blue overalls, I look like a cartoon character. I’m a joke.


The cops are gone, but the old woman is still sitting there in her wheelchair. God, she looks ridiculous in those aviator glasses, her hair long and straight and whiter than snow, falling below her shoulders. She must be at least a hundred years old. I can’t imagine what it would be like to be that old, to have no life left to look forward to. And your memory probably gone, so you’ve lost your past, too. Nothing left but the next breath you take.


I take a breath. Long and deep. The irony almost escapes me.


“Morgan, is it?”


She’s speaking to me. She knows my name.


“It seems they’ve gotten a little busy inside. I’m sure that fence can spare a few moments while you push me back to my room. God knows you keep that up, you’ll have scraped right through to the other side. Only so much paint on there.”


She isn’t looking at me, but I can’t really ignore her. “I don’t think I’m supposed to, um … interact with the … residents.”


“You always do what you’re supposed to do?” It doesn’t sound like a question. She’s sitting straight in the chair, chin up, gloved hands folded in her lap. I wish I could see her eyes behind those stupid glasses.


“All right,” I say, dropping the scraper into the bucket with the other tools. “But this will be on your head, not mine.”


“The package,” she says to me, lifting one of her hands in the direction of the table. “The one they left. Bring it to me.”


I do as she asks. The parcel is wrapped in some kind of faded white canvas and smells of earth and mold. It’s tied with twine, but the knots have been loosened and the fabric gapes open so that I can see what’s inside. It looks like a set of books, leather covers with rippled yellow pages. I place it on the old woman’s lap.


I’ve never pushed a wheelchair before, so it takes a bit of maneuvering to get it through the door.


“Third room on the left.”


As we pass Marty’s office, I can hear him whistling. I don’t look at him, I just keep walking, my eyes straight ahead, and my borrowed boots scuffing the tile floor.


The residents’ rooms aren’t at all like what I expected. They’re like one-room apartments. I take a quick glance around as I push the wheelchair through the door. There’s a small dining table as well as a bed, a dresser with some framed pictures on it, and a comfortable-looking chair. The bed is covered with a quilt. The pieces are all faded, and I can tell that it’s probably handmade, maybe an antique. The furniture, too, is old. Like her. But it’s the lantern that catches my eye. We had one like it. It was red, and the glass got smoked up when we lit it, and I used to polish it with an old rag.


The woman sighs. “That will be fine, Morgan. Thank you.”


“Uh-huh.” I turn to leave.


The woman’s hands are moving across the parcel. She lifts it and places it on the table and then begins folding the blanket that was tucked across her lap. “Did you think the police had come for you?”


I stop in the doorway. “What?”


“Why did you hide?”


I turn and look at her. “I wasn’t hiding. The cops know I’m here.”


The woman locks the wheelchair into place, carefully stands up, and lays the blanket at the foot of the bed. With one hand drawing along the dresser, she moves toward the old chair and turns to sit. She removes the sunglasses and sets them on the table beside the parcel, her hand resting for a moment on the pile of books.


“Elizabeth. Elizabeth Livingstone.”


I look into her deep brown eyes, sharp and defiant, but at the same time uncomfortably blank.


The old woman is blind.


Something about those empty eyes makes me uneasy, but just for a moment. And then it’s gone. It’s stupid. I don’t give a shit who she is, and I have no interest in starting a conversation with her. So I don’t.


“Uh-huh.” I turn and walk out, boots clumping as I head back down the hall.
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Elizabeth


I’m not surprised and I do not take offense, but it does make me sigh. Fear can turn to anger so quickly; she is afraid of what life can bring and mad at the world because of it.


I absently roll the oilskin between my fingers. The edge is tattered where the fabric has escaped the grasp of the loosely knotted twine. A gentle tug is all that is needed for the rope to release its grip, allowing the musty wrapping to fall open, exposing the leather bindings of the journals. I run my fingers over them gently, exploring the surface of the top volume, pausing for a moment on the embossing in the center of the cover and tracing the raised “A.L.”


Andrew Livingstone. My father.


The last time I held these journals was after Charlie returned to the island, before the fire. It was the moment I realized that the brother I knew, the brother I saw as an equal defender, as Emily’s protector, had been changed by an angry harsh world wrapped as it was in war and prejudice. I should have seen it then, should have known that he was capable of turning against her. Did he live to regret it? I always imagined that he did. It is likely now that I will never know.


They said it was Arnie Richardson who found the boat. Who thought I should have the journals. That is a name I have not heard for a lifetime. He sent a letter once. We received it years after it was mailed, having chased us around the world, finally arriving tucked into a package from our agent along with correspondence about books and royalties and invitations to events we never attended. It spoke of his return to the island in the weeks after the fire, back to the Porphyry light station to collect what he could from the charred remains of the smoke-stained buildings. Should we come home someday, he said, we could find what little was salvaged in the attic of Maijlis’s house. I did not write him back. What difference would it make after so long? It was all behind us. Lives were being lived. It doesn’t surprise me, though, that he would know I’d come home. In spite of our seclusion, he would have heard that the few possessions he had stored away for us had been claimed. Maijlis passed away years ago, but her daughter happily arranged the delivery to Boreal Retirement Home.


I have not thought of these journals for many, many years, but I have not forgotten the moment when I saw them last. It was early spring, and Emily was supposed to be bringing in kindling from the woodshed. She had been gone too long, and in those days I was not comfortable having her far from my side, not after what had happened. I found her in the assistant keeper’s house. She went there sometimes, perhaps as I did, to remember. She was sitting in Pa’s chair, the oilskin wrapping hanging loose, the books open in her lap. I remembered the journals. Remembered Pa sitting at his desk writing, while music played from the radio and the woodstove popped and snapped. They had disappeared when he died, and it hadn’t even occurred to me that they were gone. Emily couldn’t read the words, but I watched her hand draw across the pages, feeling the letters, hearing his voice, and I was overcome with a longing to do the same. I picked up one of the books, brushed my hand across the top, just as I do now, my fingers tracing the engraved “A.L.” on the dark leather cover.


The squeaking wheel of the kitchen trolley in the hallway announces that it’s time for afternoon tea, and I am drawn from my contemplation. There’s a knock at my door.


“Would you like tea, Ms. Livingstone?” the aide asks. I always do. She places a tray on the table. “Would you like me to pour?”


“No. No, thank you.” I thumb the books. “I can manage quite well on my own. But if you wouldn’t mind passing me the tin of cookies from next to the lantern.”


The aide places it in my outstretched hand. “Can I get you anything else?”


The metal feels cold. I am back in the assistant keeper’s house, my father’s journal in one hand. Emily had piled the other books on the table beside her and picked up a metal biscuit tin. She held it out so that it hovered between us. Just as my fingers closed around it, Charlie’s shadow eclipsed the door. He paused only a moment, only a brief breath in which he took it all in—me, the journals, Emily, the tin. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” It wasn’t a question. His voice was angry, and he strode across the floor, grabbed Emily, and pulled her out of Pa’s chair, shoving her past me toward the open door. The tin dropped from my hand. It fell, bouncing off the arm of the chair, the lid popping open, spilling its contents across the wooden floor like a cracked egg. Time stopped. I couldn’t move. It was as though the world ceased spinning. Charlie had never yelled at Emily before. Charlie had never been angry with Emily before. Never.


I still held one of Pa’s journals in my hand. He grabbed it from me, and I backed away from a man I didn’t know.


“Get out! You have no goddamn business in here!”


Emily had not seen the tin fall; she had her face pressed against the doorframe, looking away from Charlie, away from me, trying, I knew, to understand what had happened, what she had done. She didn’t notice the flash of silver escaping from an old piece of white cloth. She paid no attention to the soft tinkling. But I did, oh so briefly, before Charlie stuffed it back in the tin.
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