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Praise for The Lightkeeper’s Daughters

A Radio 2 Book Club pick

‘A beautiful novel … full of unexpected twists. Pendziwol’s evocation of the island and Lake Superior are superb’

Daily Mail

‘Jean Pendziwol’s beautifully written novel captured me from the very first page … A sensitive and moving examination of the nature of identity, the importance of family, and the possibility of second chances’

Heather Young, author of The Lost Girls

‘Compelling and fascinating … The Lightkeeper’s Daughters is a splendid feat of storytelling that held me happily spellbound from the opening pages to the satisfying final sentence’

Nancy Richler, author of The Imposter Bride

‘Jean Pendziwol’s storytelling prowess held me fast to the page, and with each surprising revelation, I fell more deeply in love with Elizabeth and Morgan. I delighted in watching these unexpected friends grow together in their combined attempt to answer that most primal question: Who am I? The Lightkeeper’s Daughters gets an enthusiastic standing ovation from me’

Angie Abdou, author of The Bone Cage

‘An intricately satisfying story about love and deception that manages to be both melancholy and exhilarating. A haunting tale of nostalgia and lost chances that is full of last-minute surprises’

Kirkus

‘A perfect hammock read for those who love the Brontë sisters and Jodi Picoult in equal measure’

Publishers Weekly

‘Deeply satisfying … With strong characters and rich in historical details, The Lightkeeper’s Daughters looks carefully at love and identity and the things we do to keep them both safe’

Booklist

‘A remarkable achievement … a story of commitment, identity, and familial loyalty that will leave one in tears. Five out of five stars’

New York Journal of Books
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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)


PART ONE

Endings and Beginnings


1

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.


2

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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