 Lighthouse Moths

"Lighthouse Moths" is more than a ghost story; it's a story about the power of love and redemption. Ellen Datlow, horror editor of the prestigious Year's Best Fantasy and Horror, called it "lovely and moving" and named it an Honorable Mention in YBF&H #13. The story appeared in Lincoln County Weekly (Damariscotta, ME), October 28, 1999; Threshold Magazine, Winter 1999-2000; Peconic Bay Shopper (Southold, NY), February 2000; Tales of the Unanticipated (Minnesota Science Fiction Society), April 2000.

I was sitting at the front desk daydreaming when the screen door clapped shut and a very tall man stepped into the lobby area. I didn't recognize him at first. He was gaunt and looked exhausted--a bone-weary, sleepless-nights, haunted sort of exhaustion. He reminded me of a fifty-pounds-lighter version of someone from the past whom my mind couldn't quite draw a bead on. But my gut told me the man I was trying to recall was more affable and outgoing. This man by the door was a shadow of somebody I once knew.


"Hello, Mr. Duncan," said a vaguely familiar voice, but one without much timbre or resonance. This man's voice sounded timid, beaten down, lacking any real--energy? No. Life. This voice lacked life. He crossed the room and set his suitcase on the floor beside him.


"How've you been, Dunc?" he said, shifting to the nickname everyone used. He straightened closer to his full height, about six-five. That's when I recognized him.


"Roger," I said, thrusting my hand toward his as I slid from my stool. "Roger Angleford. I'll be damned. I wasn't expecting you."


That's what I said: I wasn't expecting you. But I thought: Roger Angleford, you poor sad tormented S.O.B., I never expected to see you again--not ever. Not after your daughter's death here three years ago.


Angleford smiled a weak, mouth-only smile, no sparkle to his eyes. Beneath his dark-circled eyes hung puffy bags of skin, the result of a weight drop, I figured, whose underlying cause must have been unrelenting grief.


"You look good, Roger," I lied. "Dropped a few extra pounds."


Angleford ignored my idiotic pleasantry and I felt stupid for even uttering it.


"So, what brings you to Pemaquid?" I asked, making sure not to say back to Pemaquid. I needed to proceed with caution; God only knew, this poor man's nights--days, too, no doubt--had been Hell on Earth, filled with pain, soul pain, after the tragic loss of his only child. He had returned not just to Maine, but to Pemaquid Point where, on a windy afternoon in late August, the day after a hurricane grazed Cape Cod and pounding surf drew sightseers to the shore all along the Maine coast, a huge wave--a killer wave, the papers had dubbed it--had swept his beloved eleven year-old daughter from the rocky peninsula below the lighthouse.


He gazed past me at a painting of Pemaquid Light on the wall behind me and said dreamily, "Couldn't help myself. Something ... drew me."


While Roger Angleford stood transfixed by the painting, my own mind called up a snapshot I had taken of the Anglefords their next-to-last summer at Pemaquid Inn. They mugged for me on the porch while I used their camera to take a family photo. There stood tall, muscular Roger making a goofy face under his off-kilter golf cap, thick hands clapped around the shoulders of the two women he loved: his petite Asian wife Suki grinning and sticking her tongue out through the strings of her tennis racket, and their sometimes precocious, always curious daughter Cara looking into the camera through a pair of binoculars, her frizzy flame-red hair poofing out from under a tan straw sun hat. Oh, that red hair--one couldn't forget that burning red hair. Later they mailed an extra print to me from Connecticut, with a hand-lettered caption: American (Vacation) Gothic.


"I know it's short notice, Dunc," Angleford said, forcing us both to come back down to Earth. "And I understand how busy the inn is this time of year, but ... any chance you've got an empty room?  Say, for three nights?"


I felt like Angleford had just guessed the King of Spades hidden behind my back.


"Roger," I said. "Incredible as this may sound, a couple from Massachusetts had to leave on short notice this morning. A death in the wife's family, so they had to drive back to Massachusetts to make funeral arrangements."


"Wow," he said, but without any real enthusiasm in his voice.


"It frees up a room for three nights," I said, wanting to whistle a few notes from the Twilight Zone theme song. But I didn't, because Angleford's reaction was flat.


"I'll take it," he said, handing me his charge card as he reached to fill out the register. "Twenty-eighth, -ninth, thirtieth."


When I heard him say the dates out loud, it struck me that this was the final week of August, his week, their week, the Anglefords'. A question I didn't dare ask formed in my head: Did Cara die on the thirtieth or the thirty-first? I couldn't remember, and knowing the answer wasn't essential, but it was one of those things that'd gnaw at me until I found out. I was sure it was one of those two days, though. Was that why he was here, to mark an anniversary date, to mark it with a memorial service of some kind?


"Suki?" I asked, wondering if perhaps she was in the car waiting to hear if we had a vacancy. I knew the answer to my question as soon as I asked it. She wasn't with him. She wouldn't return to Pemaquid. Nor would it have surprised me to learn the Anglefords had divorced or were divorcing, citing as cause a three-year wedge of grief.


"Suki's home," he said. "Coping much better than I am. She's got every door and window in the house open. Screens off, too." Then, noting my puzzlement, he explained.


"Old Chinese custom. At certain times of the year--festival days, anniversaries, you know--they open up the home so their departed ancestors can come visit."


"Cara?" I asked.


"No," he said, his eyes two deep wells of pain.


For a moment I feared Angleford had misunderstood the meaning of my question. Had he misheard and thought I'd forgotten Cara was dead, thought I was asking if she'd be staying the three nights, too? If so, he'd think me worse than forgetful, he'd judge me to be horribly insensitive. But when he continued, I knew he had understood.


"Not yet," he said. "Parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, Suki says. Not Cara."


Angleford pocketed his room key, picked up his luggage, and nodded a thank-you-and-good-day. He started up the stairs toward his room, trudging like a man mounting a gallows. Was it the past three years or was it this particular pilgrimage back to Pemaquid Point that was draining him so?


I thought about Suki welcoming the dead as houseguests, and how Roger Angleford had reported No Cara as if it were a simple fact, like saying there's no mail today. I tried to imagine a gauzy, lace-like Christmas-angel version of Cara Angleford drifting in through a window on the breeze. It was then that I remembered her body had never been recovered from wherever the undertow dragged it. For her funeral they had used her school photo on an empty casket.


I saw Angleford again around suppertime--mine, not his. He passed the dining room on his way out the front door, looking less haggard, perhaps from a nap and shower. He waved and called, "Dinner out. Don't wait up."


I didn't. Roger Angleford was a grown man. Nevertheless I noticed he hadn't returned by ten-thirty when I went to bed.


Next morning I sat in the dining room, sipping my coffee and reading the Lincoln County Weekly. The chair opposite mine scraped the floor and I glanced up to see Roger Angleford sliding onto the seat.


"Lighthouse moths," he said, skipping any early morning pleasantries.


"What?" I said, expecting at least a good morning.


"You know," Angleford said, slowly and distinctly enunciating each syllable, giving each the same weight the way an impatient teacher speaks to a child. "Light house moths." His eyes bore into me.


"Geez, Roger," I said. "Lighthouse moths? You've visited here enough years. You know about it. A myth. An old wives' tale. Tourist malarkey."


"Come on, Dunc," he pressed. "There's more."


"What more?" I said. "Are you referring to history--Captain James's schooner smashing on the Pemaquid rocks in a storm with the loss of all hands, including his wife and daughters and crew? Hell, Roger, that's all in the Bristol Town records and a dozen other library books. Every person in this town and most of the tourists know the shipwreck story."


He didn't relax his gaze.


"Look, Roger, " I said. "Who've you been talking to? Jacko? Not Jacko Landon? At the lounge, right? Cripes, Roger, he's the town drunk. He's a clown. A whopper swapper. Loves an audience and anybody who'll buy him a drink. Spreads more manure than a dairy farmer. Oh sure, he's a spellbinder. But the one about the lighthouse moths? Don't you see? Jacko. John O. Landon. Jacko Landon. Get it? Like jack-o-lantern. Campfire tales go with his nickname. Halloween, ghosts, goblins, witches."


I thought I had ended my tirade emphatically, but Angleford kept a steady gaze on me and I could see he wasn't convinced. The man was hurting and desperate, and I felt sorry for him, but I didn't want to help Jacko kindle false hopes in Roger. I hated to see him make a fool of himself. Yet I also before me a different man from the day before, a Roger Angleford much more animated.


"Okay, Roger," I said. "Lighthouse moths. Captain James's shipwreck is a fact. Lighthouse moths are fiction, the made-up part, the add-on myth that keeps it interesting. Some say it's huge moths, others say disembodied spirits, lost souls, attracted to the beacon in the lighthouse. Jacko probably told you the most common version--that it's the ghosts of Captain James, his family and crew, right?"


"Actually," Angleford said, "Jacko says it's only three of them--Captain James, his wife, and one of the daughters--the three whose bodies were lost to the sea."


"Oh," I said, beginning to see where this was going. I tried to stay with the germ of the myth rather than go back to Cara's death. "I suppose Jacko mentioned it's only on the full moon? Or did he tell it this time as harvest moon, or blue moon, or wolf moon?" I had never put any stock in ghost stories and refused to take them seriously now.


"Blue moon. The second full moon in the same month," Angleford said in defense of his new-found bar buddy, Jacko. "Swears he's seen them swirling around up there dozens of times."


"That's crap," I said. "When?"


"Like he said, on the second full moon of the month. Dozens of times--maybe more--over the years."


"That's what I've heard, too," I said. "Second full moon. Not that I believe Jacko's seen anything. I was just making sure you had the straight story."


Angleford nodded as if I had just offered an apology.


"Want to hear my theory?" I said, and he nodded again. "I think in the summer there are always moths in the lighthouse, regardless of the moon. But at night when they fly around that thousand-watt bulb, it projects their shadows out through the lens, and it magnifies their shadows. Kind of like a slide projector, as I see it. Simple as that. Moths, yes, but regular size ones. With giant shadows. And no Captain James, no wife, no daughter--no ghosts. That's tourist fodder, helps sell souvenirs."


After a moment he said, "Thanks for the theory, Dunc. Makes sense." He stood and went up to his room. 


I carried my breakfast dishes to the kitchen and set them in the sink. As I ran some water over them I glanced at the calendar next to the wall phone. The thirty-first would be a full moon, the second full moon in August. The gnawing came back into my brain then. Which day had Cara drowned, the thirtieth or the thirty-first? If it had been the thirty-first, why hadn't Angleford asked for four nights instead of three? Was he planning some sort of symbolic letting-go service for the last morning, after which he'd drive home to Connecticut?


Suddenly Angleford's head appeared in the doorway to the kitchen.


"Dunc," he said. "I need your help. How can I get into the lighthouse?"


I couldn't help shaking my head in disbelief.


"You can't," I said. "You know that, Roger. The Coast Guard took it over from the old Lighthouse Service and maintains the tower and beacon. The keeper's house has been turned over to the Town of Bristol, which maintains Pemaquid Point Lighthouse Park. Downstairs is the Fisherman's Museum, which I'm sure you've visited on past vacations, and the upstairs is an apartment that's rented to a nice couple. But it'll take the Coast Guard to get through the tower door, which is inside the back room of the museum. The Coast Guard isn't likely to offer you a guided tour."


"But people get up there," Angleford said.


"Members of the Lighthouse Preservation Society," I said. "Special--"


"You're a member, aren't you?" he interrupted.


"Yes," I said. "But, as I was trying to tell you, the Coast Guard takes them up, and that's once a year on their fall tour. You need reservations, and it's not until October, I think. Not even members of the Preservation Society have keys."


Angleford harrumphed and stood with his arms crossed, then tried another tack.


"What's the name of the people in the apartment?" he asked.


"I really don't recall, Roger," I lied, hoping he'd let it go at that. I didn't want them to think I'd sent Angleford over to pester them.


"Roger," I said, changing the subject. "What day did Cara—“ I found I couldn't say die or drown.


"The thirty-first," he said, his words casting a pall over the moment. "Why?"


"Oh," I said, "I was just wondering if you were planning a little private memorial service to mark the date. Because if you were," I said, surprised to hear the words come out of my mouth, "I'd be happy to share in it with you."


"Thanks, Dunc," he said, his mouth tightening as he fought back tears. "Thanks, no."


I wasn't clear if he was saying no to my offer or no, he wasn't planning anything.


"Good morning, Dunc. I need a favor."


I looked up from my morning coffee and saw Angleford towering over the table.


"Something to eat, Roger? Coffee?" I motioned to the chair opposite me.


"No, thanks," he said. "I've got to get to town and pick up a few things. Just one item you may be able to help me with, though, if I could borrow it."


"What is it, Roger?" I said.


"A ladder. An extension ladder." Angleford smiled a rubbery Dick Van Dyke grin, a Stan Laurel grin. "Pretty please?"


I stared up at him. "It's not for what I think it's for, is it? You're not planning to scale a local castle wall or parapet, are you?"


"Dunc, I just asked to borrow a ladder. If you wanted to borrow one from me, would I give you the third degree? Yes or no?" he asked, giving me a shaming look.


"It's in the second barn, the yellow Victorian with the colored lobster buoys hanging all over the front of it," I said. "Once you're in the garage door go to the right. There's an aluminum extension ladder hanging from wall pegs. Just put it back when you're done."


"Thanks, Dunc," Angleford said, straightening up from his crouch. "You're a friend."


"Roger," I said. "You may be able to reach the outer catwalk of the lighthouse, but you can't get inside to the inner catwalk. There are huge thick window panels all the way around, and the only way to the inner catwalk is to come up the spiral staircase."


"I know," he said. "I've read up on it and spoken to a couple who know the light. I just want to look."


"Today?" I said.


"Tonight," he answered. "I've got stuff to get in town."


Angleford returned and had supper at the inn that night for the first time. He said nothing about his business in town nor about the evening mission he intended. He went out to the barn before dark, strapped the aluminum extension ladder onto his car roof, and quietly turned out the driveway toward Pemaquid Point Lighthouse. For a moment I thought about phoning his wife, Suki, but decided against it. I half-expected to receive a late-night call from the State Police, saying they had Roger Angleford in custody and could I vouch for him. But the call never came.


I tried to forget about Angleford and slept fitfully, finally getting up at two-thirty. I looked outside and saw that his car wasn't in the parking area. Nor was my extension ladder on its pegs in the barn. But a light shone from the two windows of Angleford's room. Had he walked back to the inn on foot? I climbed to the second floor hallway and knocked lightly on his door.


No one answered. Sound asleep? I doubted it. I put a hand on the knob, twisted it and pushed the door lightly. It swung open.


"Roger?" I whispered. Then louder, "Roger, are you all right?"


The bureau lamp and the two lamps on either bedside table were on. On the bed, bureau, desk, and tables were photos, albums, scrapbooks, Father's Day and birthday cards. Angleford had created a shrine to Cara, his tribute, his way of remembering her. Three teddy bears and two dolls sat with their backs against the headboard of the bed.


I felt worse than an intruder. I was violating someone's sacred ground. But before I could back out, movements caught my eye, shadows where two walls came together with the ceiling near one of the bedside table lamps.


Moths! Moths darting and fluttering around the light bulb, their shadows projecting onto the surfaces around them. I glanced at the other lamps in the room. They all had moths beating themselves against their hot bulbs. Where had they come from?


The windows. The open windows. I crossed the floor and saw that not only were the windows up, but the screens were, too. The moths were flying in from outside, attracted to the lamps in Angleford's shrine to his daughter. I reached to lower the screen, then decided not to. Roger would know I'd violated the sanctity of his room. Instead I backed out, closed the door behind me, and tried to go back to sleep.


At 5:30 a.m., my usual time to get up, I put on a pot of coffee. Shortly after first light Angleford's car pulled into the parking area. He got out, replaced the ladder in the barn, and came inside.


"Ladder's back, Dunc," he said with an honest smile that showed a few teeth. There was a faint sparkle, a sign of life in his eyes that showed even through his exhaustion. I was certain he'd not only been out all night, but up all night.


"Hungry, Roger?" I said, hoping to hear what had happened.


"No, thanks. I'm beat," he said. "Time for a little shut-eye. Checkout still 11 a.m.?"


I nodded, and upstairs to his shrine he went.


At 11 a.m. Angleford was plopping his luggage in front of my registration desk and handing over his room key.


"Dunc," he said. "I can't begin to say how much I've appreciated your patience with me these couple of days." He added in a choked voice, "And your caring," and clasped my hand between his hands in a warm handshake.


"You're welcome, Roger," I said. "I know it's been hard."


He nodded and backed away, luggage in hand, his lip trembling. I watched him load his suitcase into the back seat of his car and climb in. When he got to the end of the driveway, he didn't turn toward the mainland. He turned toward Pemaquid Point. A final goodbye before heading home to Connecticut and Suki? It was none of my business. Roger Angleford had checked out and was on his own. A part of me felt sorry, but I was also relieved to see him go. I didn't think I could stand another day of his pain.


Around five o'clock the phone rang. It was the woman who lived in the apartment above the Fisherman's Museum. She said the man who had knocked on her door two days before to inquire about the lighthouse, the man who had claimed he was a friend of mine and was staying at my inn, had been parked outside her apartment all day, watching her place through binoculars. Her husband was away and, although she assured me she wasn't frightened, she admitted Roger's surveillance made her a bit nervous. She asked if I thought she should call the police. I explained Roger's situation and recapped Cara's death, then promised I'd go and speak with him. I said I could almost guarantee he'd be home in Connecticut the next day, but she thanked me and said she'd just as soon spend the night at her sister's in Newcastle.


I phoned Charlie, my 83 year-old relief clerk, and asked him to cover for me so I could go look for Angleford. My plan was to convince him to join me for dinner at one of the restaurants in Damariscotta.


The sun was about to set when I trotted into the lighthouse parking area searching for Angleford's car. The cars were hard to distinguish in the dusk. A couple near the lighthouse looked similar in shape and color to Angleford's--but they lacked Connecticut plates. I swung my arms and toured the dirt and gravel lot, pretending I was speed walking for exercise. Finally I saw Connecticut license plates on a silver Honda at the lower end of the lot, the view overlooking the rocks Cara had been swept from.


"Roger," I said, pulling up beside the driver's side window. I puffed as if I were out of breath and acted surprised. "I thought you'd headed home to Connecticut." The binoculars hung from a strap around his neck and rested on his chest.


Angleford peered up at me, his eyes puffy and red.


"This is a difficult place to visit, isn't it?" I said.


With lips pressed tight together he nodded.


I had no idea what to say after that, so I squatted down next to the driver's door and the two of us simply watched the sun disappear behind the horizon the way a puppet drops off stage. We didn't speak for what felt like ten minutes, during which time half the cars in the parking lot left. I was about to invite him to dinner when he broke the silence.


"You don't really power-walk, do you, Dunc?" He looked slyly at me and I half-expected him to wink.


"No," I said.


"You were just watching over me, weren't you?"


"Yes."


"Well, I'm okay, Dunc. Really I am," he said. "You can go back to the inn now."


A new set of headlights drove into the park.


"Are they for enjoying the sunset, Roger?" I said, pointing to the binoculars.


"Take a look," Angleford said, pulling the strap over his head and handing me his binoculars. He pointed at the lighthouse. "Focus on the catwalk."


I held the binoculars to my eyes and pointed them at the glass window panels around the lighthouse beacon. The light blinded me immediately, and I had to close my eyes.


"Oh, sorry, Dunc," Angleford said. "Watch out for the light. It comes around every five or six seconds. You'll learn to time it."


After a few rotations of the beacon I had the hang of it and squinted through the binoculars at the upper level of the white tower.


Damn!" I said. "Isn't that something? It really does look like giant moths."


Something--no, some things, shadowy things--appeared to be fluttering around up inside the glass-paneled lighthouse. Fluttering like moths caught under a jar. Or were they like moths attracted to a lamp?


"So what do you think, Dunc?" Angleford said. "Still betting they're giant shadows?"


Whether they were giant shadows or giant moths, I counted four of them bobbing and dancing up-and-down and side-to-side. When they caught the moonlight I realized they were translucent. Shadows weren't translucent. Shadows were projected onto something. What was I seeing?


I heard the car door open and turned to see Angleford climbing out. He stretched away his stiffness, then walked around and unlocked the car's trunk. He reached in and withdrew what looked like a set of pruning shears. Bolt cutters! Then he pulled out a small crow bar. He slammed the trunk shut and started across the dirt and gravel.


"Roger," I called in a half-whisper. "Where do you think you're going?"


He ignored my question and kept walking for the back of the Fisherman's Museum. I didn't want to follow him, but I couldn't help it.


"Wait for me, Roger," I called, and hurried after him.


By the time I caught up, Angleford had the crow bar wedged between the museum's back door and door frame.


"This is breaking and entering," I said, my words reminding me that I had always been a fraidy-cat in school. But with a loud crack the door popped open. In a moment we were in the back room of the museum, standing outside the padlocked door to the lighthouse itself. Angleford snapped on a disposable flashlight. So these were the things he had picked up in town earlier in the week--burglar's tools.


"The light switch is right here, Roger," I said, reaching for it. His strong hand gripped my wrist and held it.


"Don't," he said, shining the flashlight in my face. "I'm afraid it'll scare them."


Scare who? I wanted to say, but didn't. I was pretty sure I knew the answer.


"Hold the light," he said. A moment later the bolt cutters bit through the steel U of the padlock and Angleford pulled open the heavy door to the tower. The moonlight reflecting off the white inside walls revealed a set of wide stairs that spiraled around a center support up to the inner catwalk and beacon. Not needing the flashlight, Angleford led the way. We inched upward until Angleford halted me with a hand on the shoulder.


"Roger--" I started to say.


"Shhh," he whispered firmly, his fingers digging into my shoulder like a claw.


It was then that I heard them for the first time.


Whoosh-whoosh-whoosh. Whisk-whisk-whisk. A soft fluttering like rustling silk, then like the wind breathing through fall foliage.


I tugged on Roger's belt. He turned and said quietly, "Stay here."


Before I could object, he slid onto the catwalk on his stomach and rolled slowly onto his back, inching farther around the circular walkway like a prisoner escaping under a fence. The full moon, a huge orange pendant now, seemed to be waiting and looking right into the lighthouse through the huge glass window panels. I crouched on the top stair.


There they were, four of them--rising, dipping, wobbling, weaving--not moths, but beings, like peanut-shaped soap bubbles, shimmery, wet-looking. I could see--both through them and inside them. It was like looking at a drop of water on a glass slide, except that these were two or three feet tall. Like embryos, I thought, it's like looking at a very pale, shadowy embryo in a sonogram.


Angleford lay on his back and raised his hands, then called, "Cara."


They began to move, no longer up and down, nor randomly, but purposefully, slowly organizing, getting in synch with one another, the four lighthouse moths. They moved sideways, the way the beacon rotated, circling slowly like horses in a carousel, they passed over Angleford, his hands passing through them. He kept calling "Cara. Cara. Cara."


They sped up--slowly, slowly, getting in step as if working together, creating a balance, the four of them like the four points of a compass or the wings on a windmill. They rose and sank and I heard a whine, a whine which, as they moved slowly sounded like the night wind strumming the rope of a flagpole; then, as they circled faster, its pitch increased to the sound of summer's-end cicadas; and faster until they practically shrieked--Angleford all the time chanting Cara, Cara, Cara faster and faster--until finally they sang one note like the sound produced by rubbing a wetted finger around the rim of a crystal wineglass--just before it shatters. In trying to call Cara back, was Angleford agitating them?


He stopped calling her name, looked my way and said, "I know why I'm here now."


I plugged my ears. The moths circled the lens at incredible speed, yet they created no draft--only the ear-splitting note and a fine line of light that glowed like a hot filament wire in a toaster. Their movement had created something like a jet's vapor trail, except this wasn't straight or flat, but curved up and down ever so slightly like a sine wave. Was this as close to materializing as they could come?


Then he raised his hands again and called, "Cara, I love you. Cara, I love you. Cara, I love you." As he changed his chant, repeating this new one, they slowed down, slower, slower, until finally they rose and fell like a swelling sea, circling at the same speed as the rotating beacon. Their sound eased to a low, pleasant hum. Slow, rhythmic, peaceful. Calm, calm, calm.


Then the beacon's beam shone right through one of the moths, spotlighting it. It was like light shining through a soap bubble, and the moth, revolving in perfect synch with the light now, appeared to be resting, riding the beam. Was it the beacon, maybe the moonlight--I swear I caught a flash of flaming red--red what, red hair?


Angleford stood up, the revolving moths passing through him--or vice versa--as if he wasn't there. He approached the beacon and Roger Angleford reached in and clamped his hands around the burning hot bulb.


"Roger," I cried out, wincing. But I was helpless, frozen in place.


Angleford screamed, screamed but held on, held on as if his life depended on it. "Cara, I love you," he forced himself to utter one more time.


The moth in the light beam suddenly glowed bright, then burst. And as it burst, the full moon--I swear it looked like a laser--the huge smiling full moon hovering near the lighthouse shot forth a beam and drew the moth up to itself, called it home right through the plate glass window panel.


Angleford collapsed face-up on the catwalk in front of me, the stench of his seared flesh immediately assaulting my nostrils.


"Roger," I said, grabbing the front of his shirt and shaking. "Roger, are you all right?" I listened for his answer, but instead heard a fluttering above the catwalk. The other three moths, their balance upset by the departure of the other moth, had fallen out of synch. Something whooshed past me down the spiral staircase. Then another, and another. The lighthouse moths were gone, and I sat in silence, the beacon flashing in a slow circle above me.


I felt Angleford's neck for a pulse. None. The big man's chest didn't move. He wasn't breathing. I wanted to pound on it, breathe air into his mouth and lungs, but I knew he wouldn't want that.


As the bright orange moon shone in on us, I rested my hands on the body of Roger Angleford. I knew in that moment that I would deeply miss him. My heart hurt and I put my head down and began to weep.


"You were a good man, Roger," I said. "I love you."


Suddenly something, something peanut-shaped and translucent, not much bigger than a bag of groceries, bloomed from Roger's heart--bloomed in the way a soap bubble blooms to life from the bowl of a bubble pipe. It didn't rip his shirt or tear his skin. It simply appeared.


It rested a second, then brightened to a glow and burst. And as it burst, I felt a faint spray on my arms and face, a warm mist that felt like a light ocean spray on a warm summer evening. Then, as the first moth had done, this lighthouse moth shot out quietly through the window panel--drawn home to the bosom of the moon, leaving me by myself.


I walked home to the inn and phoned Bristol's First Responders, offering the more believable explanation that I had gone looking for a grief-stricken Angleford and, following my instincts, had eventually found his body up inside the lighthouse. I promised to return and meet them at the scene.


Then I dialed Suki Angleford. I recognized her by her accent as soon as she picked up. She sounded wide awake.


"Suki," I said, my throat tight. "It's about Cara--" Why did Cara pop out of my mouth when I meant Roger?


"Cara here," Suki said. "Gone now."


"Wait," I said, thinking Suki was preparing to hang up. "I meant to say Roger. He--"


"Here, too," she said. "Gone now," she repeated. "Cara fine. Roger fine. Thank you, Dunc." Suki hung up.


I don't recall if I whispered goodbye, but I remember even now the feel of her voice, how relaxed she sounded. Oddly, I felt that way, too--at peace.


A light breeze had come up, so I grabbed a windbreaker and stepped onto the porch. It was September first, and the evening air had that melancholy feel of approaching New England autumn. I set off toward the lighthouse, pale moonlight washing over the road and me and the leaves that would soon fall. As I walked down the center of the blacktop road, I could already hear around me the rustle and flutter--the rustle and flutter of the leaves. Probably the leaves.
