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				The ring of the hospital pager ripped through the quiet night like a gunshot. Dr. Emerson Phipps woke instantly, his body tuned to the sound from years of interrupted slumber. He reached for his watch and swore. Three A.M. So much for a decent night’s sleep.

				Phipps pulled himself out of his king-sized bed, unable to suppress a groan. Fumbling in the dark for his cell phone, he hit the speed dial for Boston Memorial Hospital. “Phipps. What is it?”

				A hesitant voice on the other end described an accident in West Roxbury and the badly damaged spine of the victim. “The patient fell off a rooftop deck during a party. I know Dr. Masterson is on call, but he’s in the neonatal ICU with a spina bifida delivery. I thought …”

				“You thought correctly.” The nurse calling was new to the hospital, but Phipps could picture her ponytailed hair and ready smile. “It’s Amanda, isn’t it? I really appreciate your diligence and quick thinking.”

				“Thank you, Doctor.” She was flattered, he could tell, and as he hung up the phone he allowed himself to imagine Amanda in his penthouse. A little wine, a look at his fabulous view of the skyline, a few questions about her work at the hospital … He yanked off his silk pajamas and tossed them on the bed. 

				Once dressed, Phipps padded on the plush carpet down the hallway, his powerful body tensing as he thought about the patient awaiting his skilled hands. No telling how long the operation would take. Depending on the spinal cord injury, he could be in surgery for hours. He stopped before the hall closet and frowned. He’d planned to drive up the coast today, and now he’d have to change his plans. Dick Masterson was a fairly decent surgeon, but he was notoriously slow. It might take all day before the plodding doctor stepped in to relieve him.

				Phipps pulled a butter-soft leather jacket from a hanger, inhaling its rich scent. For a few seconds he was transported back to Milan and the posh store where he’d purchased it. He saw the clerk’s appreciative nod of approval when he chose the highest grained leather without regard to the cost, the admiring glances the women on the street had thrown his way. There’s a man who knows fine things, their faces said. A man who can afford life’s greatest luxuries … 

				And one of those luxuries was waiting for him on an island in Maine: Fairview, a magnificent estate overlooking the Atlantic, a place that spoke of privilege, prestige, and power. He’d wanted it since the first time he saw it, and now, a dozen years later, it would finally be his. He glanced at his overnight bag, already packed for the trip. Why not throw it in the car and leave straight from the hospital? That way, no matter how long Dick Masterson took with his surgery, Phipps would be ready to blow out of town and head north. 

				The bag felt light in Phipps’ confident grasp, but he knew without looking that he’d packed all that he needed: a few polo shirts, a sailing jacket, and shorts, attire suitable to the yachting haven of Hurricane Harbor. A little different than Haiti, he thought wryly. On his frequent trips to volunteer for the non-profit group Surgeons Who Serve, he lugged a large duffel bag crammed with malaria medication and clothing appropriate for mosquito-infested jungles and Third-World accommodations. It was a different world, and one in which the surgeon found himself oddly at home. A place where money, looks, prestige, and power paled in comparison to medical training and talent.

				Taking one final opportunity to glance in the hall mirror, Phipps made a minute adjustment to the jacket’s collar. He grabbed his car’s key fob from the antique chest beneath the mirror, where a framed photo of one of his Haitian patients, a toddler named Celina, leaned against the wall. She smiled crookedly at him, her dark hair covered with tiny plastic barrettes, and he remembered the sobs of her mother outside the makeshift operating room in Trou du Nord. Eight hours of surgery to correct the little two-year-old’s scoliosis: eight hours cutting gaps between vertebrae, grafting bone from her pelvis, and installing metal rods to hold the spine still while the vertebrae fused correctly, all under a weak 60-watt lightbulb dangling from a piece of jute. The conditions had been atrocious, and yet the little girl could now run normally through the village, a testament to his skill and her tenacious spirit. 

				He sighed and willed himself not to wonder whether Celina was still robust and healthy. Instead, he made sure his door was locked and stepped into a waiting elevator.

				The parking garage was eerily quiet and Emerson Phipps’ footsteps echoed sharply in the darkness. He strode purposefully to his space and popped open the back of his BMW 760Li, tossing in his overnight bag and closing it securely. Once inside the rich leather interior, he wasted no time in pushing the start button and speeding into the night. Behind him, the garage echoed with the sound of the twin turbocharged engines. 

				The streets were vacant and dark, unusually quiet for the tail end of a Saturday. Phipps noted an oily slickness coating the pavement; it had obviously rained while he slept. Despite the slippery surface, he drove the sedan a good twenty miles over the limit. He’d been stopped several times for speeding, but so far had not received a ticket, or a warning for that matter. In fact, the cops who’d approached him and asked for his license and registration had been embarrassed when he explained his haste. Officer, I’m a surgeon, on my way to save a life …  

				Minutes later he was inside the brightly lit corridors of Boston Memorial’s Emergency Room. The sights and sounds of the ER —haggard relatives slumped on plastic chairs, the drone of CNN on the television, the smell of bitter coffee and hand sanitizer—no longer registered. Oblivious to the banality around him, Emerson Phipps made his way to the trauma rooms, pausing to peer at the charts to find his patient. He felt a light touch on his arm and turned sharply. Amanda’s round face quickly colored.

				“Dr. Phipps—I didn’t mean to startle you …”

				“No problem,” he said smoothly, giving her a dazzling smile. “So where’s this SCI you interrupted my beauty sleep for?”

				She giggled softly and pointed at an adjoining room. “In 3. Dr. Chan checked his vitals and she said to tell you she’d be back. The patient’s on a backboard—the paramedics did that—but Dr. Chan didn’t want him moved until you had a look.”

				Emerson Phipps nodded. As it should be, he thought. After all, he was the expert in the field. He gave Amanda a boyish grin and reached up for the chart, but as he opened the door he made his face a mask of composure. Family members would be waiting, and for them, he needed to look appropriately somber.

				To his surprise, there were no anxious visitors at the patient’s bedside. Phipps shrugged and focused on the victim. He lay on a gurney, still strapped to a rigid board which the paramedics had used to transport him. One side of his face was covered in a large purple bruise, the eye on that side swollen shut. His looks were the least of his problems, however. Glancing on the chart, Phipps saw that his pelvis and left femur were broken, along with a few ribs and his neck. 

				His neck. Phipps gazed at it, dispassionately, trying to gauge the extent of the trauma to the spinal cord. They’d need an MRI to see which vertebrae were damaged, and whether the injury could in some way be improved. Repaired, he knew, was out of the question, but if a piece of bone was pressing on a vertebra or a nerve, some pain might be relieved. He scrawled a note on the chart. Methylprednisone. This medication was a corticosteroid that reduced damage to nerve cells, decreasing inflammation near the site of injury. It seemed to cause some recovery in patients if given within eight hours of injury. 

				He looked at the man, little more than a stationary bundle of sheets and mangled bone, and judged him to be in his early twenties. A small diamond stud sparkled from one earlobe. His hair was dark and curly, and needed a washing. And yet Emerson Phipps knew that this patient would never again shampoo his own hair, or change his earring. Without even seeing an X-ray, Phipps sensed that the C-1 vertebrae was crushed, the one that controlled the arms, legs, and even breathing. It would be a miracle if the poor guy found the strength to go on living once he realized his fate.

				Phipps sighed and prepared to leave the room when something—an instinct he couldn’t define, an unnatural stillness in the room, a sweet thin odor that he only now was just beginning to notice—made him stop, and reach instead to the carotid artery for a pulse. Phipps’ trained fingers felt nothing. Puzzled, he put on his stethoscope and listened for a heartbeat. Again, nothing. He sighed and put the stethoscope back in his pocket. This patient was dead, most likely by a heart attack—and, judging by the extent of his injuries, it was probably a good thing.

				Idly he wondered why an alarm hadn’t sounded when the patient had stopped breathing. The ventilator was there, and the patient was on it. Just then Phipps noticed the power cord to the ventilator. It lay on the floor, unplugged. 

				A stab of alarm pulsed through his body. Why wasn’t the guy on a heart monitor? Some clumsy EMT knocked the cord out, he thought. It happened, more often than any hospital wanted to admit. His second thought was one of self-preservation. They’re not insinuating I had anything to do with this … 

				Phipps knew the nurse Amanda would have noted the time she phoned, and luckily he had been prompt in answering her page. He’d checked in upon entering the hospital so he was covered there, as well. Timing was everything, and this morning, Phipps had done it all perfectly.

				And yet he didn’t want even a hint of a scandal. Twice he’d been called to appear before the hospital ethics committee on charges of negligent behavior, just because he’d started a few surgeries later than scheduled. Both instances had been dismissed, but of course the newspapers had carried the stories. Did Surgeon’s Tardiness Lead to Death? He swore under his breath. He was not about to let this night create another hassle with the hospital administration.

				Emerson Phipps knew how to disable the machine’s built-in recorder system, and he did it quickly and with a calm that came from making life and death decisions every day. He checked that no one had entered the room without his hearing, and then, taking a quick breath, he plugged the respirator back in.

				While the machine made its reassuring hum and pumped oxygen into non-functioning lungs, Emerson Phipps jotted down a time of death. Calmly, he paged Amanda in the nurses’ station and told her the patient had coded. She gasped and hurried into the room, her pretty face puckered with worry.

				He placed a reassuring hand on Amanda’s shoulder and locked his eyes with hers. “Poor guy couldn’t take the trauma,” he said softly. “His body was just too battered.”

				Amanda bit her lip and Phipps could see tears in her eyes.

				“He’s just a few years younger than me,” she whispered. “A college kid. Way too young to die.”

				Dr. Phipps nodded gravely. “Ask Dr. Chan to notify the family,” he said, putting the chart back in its holder. “I’ve been called out on urgent business.”

				He saw the look of dismay cross the young nurse’s face.

				“I hate to leave you with all this,” he said, his eyes dropping down to the pink ribbon she wore on her scrubs and lingering there a moment before once more meeting her gaze. “You organized the cancer walk back in the fall, right?“

				She nodded, blushing again, and he smiled. “Make sure you see me for a check next time. I’m happy to help.” He glanced at his watch, the pink gold glinting under the fluorescent lights. “Look, if I didn’t know how competent you are …”

				She exhaled quickly and shook her head. “You go, Dr. Phipps. Go and do what you need to do. I’ll handle this and track down Dr. Chan.”

				He smiled. “You’re an angel, Amanda.”

				Twenty minutes later he was seated in his BMW, speeding north to Maine.

				–––

				The sun rose just as he crossed the bridge from New Hampshire, a rosy ball rising up out of the blue water and climbing effortlessly into the sky. After stopping for coffee and a stale blueberry muffin, Phipps climbed back into his car and drove an hour or so more, up the coast to the working-class city of Manatuck. He waited with the fishermen in the line for the first boat of the day, noticing the admiration of the ferry workers as he purred past them and onto the ramp. “Get used to it,” he said softly. “You’re going to be seeing a lot more of this car.” Twenty minutes later, he steered the sedan off the ferry and onto the island of Hurricane Harbor. 

				He drove slowly past the trim little cape that served as the ferry office. A few clumps of people stood waiting to board the ferry, but Phipps paid them no attention. Instead he headed up the hill, past the little café with its window boxes crammed with flowers, the dingy little bar, and the hotel, a stately Victorian structure upon whose wide porch a few tourists were already perched. Beyond the few buildings that served as the island’s center was a crescent-shaped piece of land called Long Cove, a sheltered inlet of water dotted here and there with lobster buoys and one or two small sailboats. At the fork in the road, Phipps turned right, where a small wooden sign said simply, “Pemberton Point” and beneath that, in capital letters, “PRIVATE.”

				His heart quickened as he drove down the wooded road. He knew he shouldn’t have come—Mark had advised him to lay low —but he couldn’t help himself. His longing to see the estate again was so intense, he was willing to drive three hours for a ten- or fifteen-minute look. The buyer won’t be at the property, he reasoned. Not this early in the morning … 

				The buyer. Let her enjoy the feeling, because it wasn’t going to last. If all went according to plan—and it would—he would be the one with the keys to Fairview sometime Monday afternoon. She’s about to be broadsided and she doesn’t even know it. The thought filled him with the same adrenalin that flooded his veins in the operating room.

				Phipps knew that his purchase of Fairview was a gamble, but he was a man used to taking chances and having them go in his favor. As he turned down the curving, tree-lined driveway that led to the Trimble estate, he felt a surge of anticipation. Nevertheless, he drove slowly on the dirt road, careful to keep the rocks from spinning up and damaging his paint job. I’ll have it paved next week.

				He slowed to a stop and looked up at the main house, as impressive as any English manor or French chateau. Fairview, he whispered. The very sound filled him with a longing that was almost unbearable. He said it again, letting it roll off his tongue. 

				The property was as beautiful as it had been the previous Saturday when he’d raced up from Boston and submitted his offer, as breathtaking as the first time he’d laid eyes on it, all those years before. It was more than the house, or the staggering view, or the formal gardens landscaped to perfection. It was the whole idea of an island retreat and what it represented. A mini-kingdom, his mini-kingdom, with tennis courts, an airstrip, and an indoor pool. It was an estate that rivaled any along the Atlantic coast, a property that was the envy of everyone who knew tony Hurricane Harbor, of anyone back in Boston who knew exquisite taste. It represented everything he had ever worked for, the life he had carefully crafted. Mine, he thought. It will soon be mine. 

				He let his eyes linger for a moment more on the weathered shingles and listened to the crash of the surf beyond the house. Phipps had made arrangements to get inside, but the person with the key wasn’t due until eight o’clock. Phipps looked at his watch with impatience. Twenty minutes before the hour. He thought fleetingly of the elderly real estate broker upon whose frail shoulders the whole deal rested, and wondered if she was the one meeting him. What the hell was her name? Jean? Joan? Jane. Jane Farr. She still had all her marbles, he had to give her credit for that. And those penetrating eyes … It was as if she’d seen right through him, and known, somehow, that Fairview was something he would acquire at any cost. She’d come up with the whole thing … 

				Phipps looked at the time again. I wish to hell she’d get here. Jane Farr hadn’t wanted this meeting, but with nearly six million dollars on the table, she’d been easy to convince. The whole thing had been easy, which was just the way Phipps liked it.

				He decided to walk to the back of the house, stretch his legs before he began driving once more.

				He strode across the verdant grass, damp with the morning dew. A few gulls cried out as he rounded the corner, their shrieks like screams against the early morning stillness. A rabbit darted from behind a clump of beach roses, and Emerson Phipps jumped. I’m not used to peace and quiet. I’m used to life or death. 

				The cove was calm, save for the sound of a gentle swell buffeting the rocks below. Phipps peered over the craggy cliffs that jutted out like fingers and saw a path winding down to the small beach below. He’d hire a landscaper and put in stairs, so that his nephews could scamper down there and not break their necks in the process. His thoughts wandered back to the emergency room and the unfortunate patient he’d seen hours earlier. Poor Amanda had seemed rattled by the whole thing. I’ll call her later. She may want to talk. The memory of the young nurse and her bouncy little ponytail made him smile. She was pretty, in a wholesome, earnest way, not like the angular models he usually dated. Maybe I’m ready to give all that up. Be the kind of person my sister thinks I am … 

				He glanced again at his watch and noted that it was nearly eight. With one last look at the cove, he turned and started back to the front of the house. There was a small orchard on the southern side of the estate, and Phipps wondered what fruit he would soon be harvesting. He wished he’d brought his PDA, but it was tucked in the glove compartment of the BMW. That, too, could wait for the journey back to Boston.

				As he approached the orchard, he heard what sounded like a low moan. He turned in the sound’s direction, expecting to see the elderly real estate agent, perhaps with a sprained ankle, hobbling toward him. He saw no one, but a shingled garden shed with its door ajar caught his attention. He listened intently. There it was again: a cry of pain, and it seemed to be coming from the shed.

				Phipps shook his head. He was off duty, for Chrissakes, and the last thing he wanted to do was play hero doctor. Nevertheless, he strode across the lawn and entered the shed, stepping gingerly on the old wooden floor. The smell of compost, oil, and cut grass mingled into a pleasing mixture he associated with summer. Inside it was dark, and dusty, and he waited for an instant so his eyes would adjust, all the while listening keenly so he could locate the victim. “Hello?” he called out. “I’m a doctor. I can help you.”

				A crackling sound split the silence and Phipps felt a jolt run through his torso. Without warning his legs buckled beneath him, and an instant later he was collapsing onto the floor of the shed. He heard the soft thud of his bones against the worn wood, felt the floor rush up to meet his face like a slap. He tried to speak, to wonder aloud what had happened, but his tongue was fat and heavy and he couldn’t move his lips. I’m paralyzed, he told himself with surprise. I’ve had some kind of stroke or something … 

				He heard a muffled movement, the sound of something heavy being dragged across the wooden floor. His brain was scrambling to figure out what was happening: the moan of pain, the sudden crackle, his quick collapse. Not a stroke, he realized, some kind of attack! Before he could follow this line of reasoning further, he heard a grunt of exertion and saw the blurred outline of a body just beyond his line of vision. Another grunt, and then a searing pain as the weight of something very heavy came crashing down on his skull.

				Emerson Phipps felt the warm gush of his own blood coursing like a red river across his face, spilling down the gullies of his cheeks and making a waterfall off his jutting chin. He heard another grunt and instinct kicked in, warning him to move before he was bludgeoned again. His battered brain begged his legs to run, or crawl at least, but it was useless—he couldn’t even feel his toes. He was incapacitated, like so many of the patients he’d treated over the years. Images flashed before him like flickering strobe lights—his car, little Celina with her gap-toothed baby smile, the rows of trees lined up like sentinels in the orchard—and then, just before the blow that would split open his skull, Emerson Phipps lost consciousness. 
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				Darby Farr slowed her fast run to a stop and pulled her cell phone out of the liner of her Lycra running shorts. Finally, she thought. The buyer for the Costa Brava mansion is stepping up to the plate. The fact that it was a sunny Sunday morning didn’t matter in real estate, at least not to Darby Farr. Her position as the top selling agent for San Diego’s Pacific Coast Realty meant that she conducted business at any hour of any day, to virtually anyone willing to buy one of her listings, the most inexpensive of which was a mere million dollars.

				Out of habit, she glanced quickly at the display before answering. What she saw made her heart, already pounding from her run, race even faster. Displayed on the screen was a number from a place she’d spent ten years forgetting, a place that still haunted her dreams. With a trembling hand she switched her phone to silence, stashed it back in her shorts, and ran toward the beach.

				The boardwalk was dotted with bikers, bladers, and skateboarders, but Darby barely noticed their presence. While her feet beat a steady drumbeat along the wooden walkway, she sifted through a confusing maze of long-forgotten images. She saw the red pick-up she’d stolen and driven cross country to San Diego’s Mission Beach. The cash that she’d found in her aunt’s desk and stuffed in her denim jacket. She remembered her final trip on the ferry, the gulls wheeling and circling, the sky a brilliant blue like today … 

				She shook her head. Her long glossy black hair rippled and she forced the unwelcome memories out of her mind. She’d kept the past buried for ten years, and she wasn’t about to let it resurface now. Focus on your breathing, she told herself. Forget everything else but the coffee waiting for you back at the bungalow … 

				Sirens wailing down the next street brought Darby’s thoughts back to the present. She ran off the boardwalk and onto Pacific Street, slowing her pace to begin her cool down. The next street was Palm, a mix of homes built in the 1950s, most of which had been restored in the past decade. She admired the Arts and Crafts-style home of her neighbor, Doug Henderson, who was sweeping off his front porch as usual and humming show tunes. He gave Darby a little wave as always. She smiled and waved back, then walked up the neat little path that served as her walkway.

				“Your phone’s been ringing and ringing,” he yelled from the porch. “I don’t think your voice mail is picking up.”

				Darby groaned. Her answering machine was ready for retirement, but she’d been too busy to replace it this week. “Thank you,” she called. She picked up her newspaper and tucked it under her arm.

				“Hey!” yelled Doug. “Got a second to taste something for me?”

				“This wouldn’t be another one of your little tests, now would it, Doug?” Darby walked across the grass, a smile playing about her lips.

				“Oh, come on,” her neighbor cajoled, disappearing back into his home.

				Darby waited, enjoying the rush of post-run endorphins. She stole a glance at the headlines, heard a thrush singing in one of Doug’s flowering shrubs.

				“Here you go,” Doug said, emerging back on the porch and offering her a blue china cup full of steaming tea.

				She frowned. “Now Doug, you know the rules: white cups only. Using a colored one is cheating.” She took a moment to note the pale yellow color; inhaled the tea’s rich aroma. “However, I think I’m going to get this one even with your flagrant disregard of the rules.”

				She took a sip and smiled. 

				“Doug, you’ve gone all out today. This is one expensive cup of tea.” She took another sip. “It’s delicious: sweet and lingering. I taste fresh grass, seaweed, and a hint of the woods.”

				Doug waited expectantly. “What do you think it is?”

				She smiled. “I know what it is. Hongyokuro, a rare grade of Gyokuro, from the Yame region of Japan near Fukuoka. ‘Precious Pearl Dew’ is the translation. Harvested in the early spring, I believe.”

				“Unbelievable!” He shook his head. “Palate memory, huh? That’s what you call it?”

				She nodded. “That’s right.”

				“Your mom was Japanese, right? Is this a tea she used to make?”

				Darby laughed. “My mother couldn’t have afforded this. She was a ‘Constant Comment’ drinker from the day she set foot in America.” Darby thought back to the first time she’d tasted the exquisite green tea now in her hands. “I tried Hongyokuro two years ago, over at the Beach House Tea Room.” She took another sip and handed him back his cup. “Delicious. Thanks for letting me enjoy it again.”

				–––

				Back at her bungalow, Darby removed her sneakers and placed them on the stoop, then reached discreetly into her jog bra to find her house key. Opening the door she inhaled the rich smell of coffee, as welcome in the morning as an embrace. She loved teas of just about every variety, but coffee was what got Darby Farr fired up each morning. 

				I want nothing more than to sit in the sun and read the paper, she thought, but her intuition told her such leisure wasn’t to be. As the most sought-after real estate professional in San Diego County, she had a duty to an ever-growing list of clients with properties to market and sell, and an even longer list of eager buyers craving her expertise as a broker. She loved every minute of it, despite the fact that her newspaper often went unread. Sighing, she poured herself a cup of Hawaiian Morning Blend and took a long sip. She savored its flavor for a minute more, then pulled out her cell phone and turned it on.

				Ten missed calls. Ten, all from the same number. Her heart sank. She knew where the calls had come from, and could guess who’d made them. She just didn’t know why.

				Darby Farr took another sip of coffee, fighting the feeling of nausea that threatened whenever she thought about her hometown and Jane Farr, the only living family member she had left in the world. Her aunt Jane had swooped into Darby’s life just as she was entering her teens, becoming her guardian and destroying her previously blissful childhood. A predatory woman with shrewd eyes and jet black hair, Jane had devoured Darby and the town of Hurricane Harbor, Maine, like a fish hawk in a stocked pond.

				Darby took a deep breath and another sip of coffee. It had been hard work, putting distance between herself and the craggy island. It had meant attempting to forget the people and things she had loved, too. Darby didn’t know if it was coincidence, or the fact that her thirtieth birthday was in sight, but lately she had wondered whether it was time to face her demons, chief amongst whom was Aunt Jane Farr. And yet, there was so much at stake … 

				Darby looked at the last call from Maine. Fifteen minutes had elapsed; perhaps Jane Farr had given up on reaching her runaway niece. If she calls again, I’ll answer, Darby promised herself. If not, I’ll forget all about it. A second later, the ring of the phone made her jump.

				Darby braced herself for the voice of her aunt, a sound she recalled as quite similar to the rasp of a rattlesnake. 

				“Is this Darby Farr?” 

				“Who’s calling please?” The speaker’s voice was definitely not the one she remembered as belonging to her father’s only sister.

				“This is—this is Tina Ames. From Hurricane Harbor. I worked with your aunt …” She paused and Darby felt a strange sensation in the pit of her stomach. Apprehension, mixed with curiosity … 

				Darby heard the other woman sniffle and attempt to regain her composure. “I’ve been trying to reach you all morning. Jane’s in the hospital in Manatuck. She’s in a coma and the doctors don’t think she’ll pull through.” The woman choked, and Darby could hear her soft sobs. 

				Jane Farr was on a bed, comatose. The news shocked Darby, and yet she felt oddly detached as well. 

				“What happened?”

				“She has a brain tumor, and it was scheduled to be removed next week. But this morning, she was rushed to the hospital for the operation, and she still hasn’t come around.” The sound of Tina’s sniffles grew louder. 

				“I’m sorry about Jane. I appreciate your tracking me down and I hope you’ll keep me in the loop …” Darby paused, not wanting to state the obvious “when she dies” and add to Tina’s pain.

				Tina blew her nose. “There’s something … something she’d like you to do.”

				“Me?”

				“Yes.” Tina paused. “Your aunt needs you to finalize a deal she’s been working on for months.”

				“What are you talking about? A real estate transaction?”

				“The sale of the old Trimble property, Fairview. One of the prettiest places on the island. You must remember it …”

				“Look, I—”

				“Just listen. Last week your aunt sat me down and made me promise to call you if anything happened to her. She knew her surgery would be risky, and that there was a chance she’d be hospitalized before they got her on the table.” She paused, took a breath. “I’m the one who types up all the documents for your aunt, and believe me, the sale of Fairview is a done deal. I’ve got all the files, and everything’s in order. The parties pass papers on Tuesday.”

				“Tina, I’d like to help, but I’m really busy with my own work. And I’m on the other side of the country. I’m sure you’ve got brokers there who can handle this for her.”

				“I know where you are, Darby. I’m only asking for a few days of your time. And as for other brokers, your aunt didn’t trust them to handle this. She wants you.”

				“I’m not even licensed to practice real estate in Maine.”

				Tina barked out a laugh. “You think your aunt hasn’t got that figured out? You’ll take the Maine law portion of the exam on the plane. You pass it, and you’re licensed.”

				“That’s impossible!”

				“Not for Jane Farr it’s not. That means you’ll get the commission, too.”

				Darby shook her head. Her compassion for Tina was fast turning to irritation. Who was this woman and why did she think she could summon her to Maine on what certainly appeared to be a whim? Her aunt had always been a master manipulator, and apparently nothing had changed.

				She struggled to keep her voice neutral, despite her annoyance.

				“Look, it’s not about the money …”

				“Jane says it’s always about the money,” Tina interrupted, “which in this case is $5.5 million with a 6% commission. You get half and Jane keeps half. It’s not exactly pocket change.”

				Darby closed her eyes. No amount of money is worth the pain of going back, she thought. I’m just not ready … 

				“I’m sorry, but I can’t help you.”

				Tina was silent for a moment. When she spoke again, her tone was stony. “Are you getting what I’m trying to tell you? Your aunt is lying here unable to brush her own teeth, never mind conduct business. You’ve been given power of attorney to handle her decisions: medical, financial, you name it. And, in the event of her death—” Tina choked a little, “you’ve been appointed her personal representative. You’ve got responsibilities here. This isn’t some whimsical jaunt back to Maine.” She paused and continued. “No one can force you—least of all me—but I hope you see that it’s the right thing to do. If it’s money that’s on your mind, the real estate company will pay all of your expenses, and, like I said, you’ll earn commission as well.”

				The implications of Tina Ames’ words struck Darby like a blow. Why, after ten years of silence, had her aunt chosen her to step in like this? Was there truly no one else to whom Jane Farr could turn? Darby knew she was not bound by law to go to Hurricane Harbor, and yet it seemed the old woman had made it impossible for her to refuse. And, she realized with some surprise, I’ll admit that I’m intrigued … 

				“Your plane leaves today at 12:45 your time,” Tina continued. “Your ticket and a packet of documents are waiting at the ticket counter. I’ll meet you in Portland when you land, just before nine.” She paused. “I think you’d better get packing.” 

				The phone went dead and Darby looked at it incredulously. Ready or not, she was headed to Hurricane Harbor.

				–––

				“Ms. Farr? Ms. Darby Farr?”

				The voice was confident and strong. Darby Farr’s eyes opened instantly and looked into the perfectly made up face of the flight attendant. 

				“I’m sorry to wake you,” she continued smoothly. “A message just came in from the Portland Jetport. Your aunt’s assistant, Tina Ames, will meet you at the baggage claim.”

				Darby Farr nodded. “Thank you. How long until we land?”

				“About an hour. Coffee?”

				“Thanks.” Darby twisted her hair into a quick bun before accepting the steaming cup. The flight attendant gave her a smile and offered cream and sugar. 

				“Congratulations,” she murmured. “You passed the exam.”

				Darby shook her head and took a deep breath as the flight attendant continued down the companionway. The first hurdle was over: unbelievably, she was now licensed to sell houses in Maine. Time to take a look at what the heck I’m doing here, she thought.

				Darby fingered the mysterious manila envelope she’d been given at the ticket counter back in California. She took a sip of her coffee, opened the packet, and began reviewing the typed pages.

				On the top of the pile was the agreement for the sale of Fairview. Darby scanned it quickly, seeing nothing out of the ordinary. As Tina Ames had mentioned, the transaction was scheduled to close on Tuesday. Purchasing the property was a corporation called Pemberton Point Weddings, whose president was a Peyton Mayerson from Boston. The sellers were listed as Mark and Lucy Trimble. The deed to Fairview, also enclosed, confirmed that they owned the property. 

				Darby took another sip of coffee and sat back in the spacious first-class seat. She pictured Mark Trimble as he had been ten years earlier: tall, tanned, and handsome. He had a square jaw and a wide, easy smile, straight brown hair that he parted on the side in a casual style. His teeth were straight and very white, thanks not only to good orthodontics but to the deep tan he acquired from his hours on the water as an avid sailor and sailing instructor.

				In her early teen years, Darby—along with just about every girl in the sailing class—had had a huge crush on Mark, something his sister, Lucy Trimble, could never seem to fathom.

				“Ugh,” she’d exclaimed when her friend Darby had confessed she found Mark to be “sort of cute.” “Are you kidding? I’m counting the days until he goes away to school! He leaves his dirty socks all over the front parlor and chews with his mouth open. You call that cute? I call that disgusting!”

				Darby had shrugged and let the matter go—at fourteen, she preferred to admire boys from afar, anyway. By the time she was sixteen, she had put Mark Trimble out of her mind as a romantic prospect. He was off at college and never seemed to have time for his local friends.

				Darby’s thoughts turned to Lucy Trimble. A lithe, blonde charmer with the same good looks as her brother; she’d been Darby’s closest friend until the third year of high school. Darby remembered the surprise she’d felt when Lucy did not show up for their first day as high school juniors.

				“She’s in Connecticut, at a boarding school,” Mrs. Trimble had sniffed on the phone when a concerned Darby had called.

				Connecticut? Darby’s confusion had turned to anger over her friend’s abrupt departure. Why didn’t she tell me? She didn’t even say goodbye … 

				After a month, she was over her anger, and phoned Mrs. Trimble for Lucy’s address at her new school. 

				“It’s best if you don’t contact her at all,” Lucy’s mother answered crisply. “Her adjustment will be hard enough without hearing from her island friends.”

				Island friends. She’d said it like Darby carried a disease her precious Lucy could catch. Darby, dejected, told herself she’d lost her friend forever.

				Unlike her brothers, Lucy didn’t stay behind the ivy walls. Whatever the reason for her foray into the world of boarding school, it was a short tenure. By the following summer, Lucy Trimble was back on the island and enrolled in the senior class at Hurricane Harbor High. And yet she had changed … 

				Darby’s initial delight at the return of her friend turned quickly to despair. Lucy Trimble had transformed into someone Darby barely recognized. Frequently drunk or stoned, even in class, her friend exhibited all the classic symptoms of chemical addiction, but no one—not even her parents—seemed to care or comment on her bizarre behavior. That was the summer she became an addict, Darby realized with a pang.

				I could have done something to help her. I could have told someone … 

				The flight attendant interrupted her thoughts with the offer of a refill. Darby accepted more coffee and went back to looking at the documents spread before her.

				It was clear from the contract that Peyton Mayerson was buying Fairview to operate a wedding retreat, something the company name indicated as well. Pemberton Point Weddings was an apt choice. Even though the estate was named Fairview and locals referred to it as “the Trimble place,” the beautiful promontory which jutted out from the property into the crashing surf was known as Pemberton Point. No doubt the promontory would be the spot where lucky brides and grooms would pose for their wedding photos, perhaps even take their vows.

				A glossy four-color photograph caught Darby’s eye. It was an advertisement for Fairview, and penciled in the margin were the two publications in which it had run: the New York Times and Boston Magazine. Pretty pricey advertisements, Darby knew, but demographically perfect for a buyer of this ilk. Darby regarded the photograph with a critical eye. She saw a magnificent structure, with eight bedrooms, a giant wraparound porch filled with wicker rocking chairs, and several jutting eaves. Fairview’s symmetry and design were truly unparalleled.

				Darby recalled what she knew of the property’s history. Built in the style of the sprawling, shingle-style mansions of the turn of the century, the house was the residence of a notoriously cantankerous steel baron from Pittsburgh, the great-grandfather of Lucy and Mark’s mother. According to local legend, the gentleman was asked by a Pittsburgh newspaper reporter to describe the view from his dwelling’s huge porch. Looking out upon the crashing surf and massive boulders, a sight that anyone would find divine, the man waved a dismissive hand and pronounced the view “fair.” Or so the story claimed.

				Darby remembered the home’s high ceilings, ornate ballroom, and sweeping main staircase. Fairview was a gem, and Jane Farr had marketed it as such. No one who sees Fairview forgets her, read the advertisement on her lap. Darby had to admit that her aunt’s sappy copy was probably dead on.

				She glanced over the property description detailed in the listing packet. A multitude of outbuildings dotted the property’s twenty acres, and all of them were conveyed with the sale. A guesthouse, gardening cottage, garage, and caretaker’s house, along with a fanciful gazebo, were listed as part of the property inventory. Darby found a release from the buyer concerning the condition of the entire property. It seemed all of the buildings had been scrutinized by Pemberton Point Weddings’ team of building inspectors and deemed satisfactory. 

				Darby gathered up the papers. She was still drowsy, but now that she’d done her homework, sleep was an appealing option. As she tried to slip the papers into the envelope, she met with resistance. Something was stuck at the bottom.

				Reaching in, her fingers touched a piece of paper. It was an index card, three by five inches, without lines. In handwriting Darby recognized as belonging to her aunt was scrawled a single line: Subject to planning board approval for zoning change and liquor license by 6/21. The sentence was initialed by “PM,” “MT,” and “LT.” 

				Darby frowned. The index card appeared to be an amendment to the contract, although it was a highly unusual and sloppy one. What could her aunt have been thinking, using such vague language? An index card? And yet Darby knew of multimillion dollar deals that had been scribbled on paper napkins … 

				She looked back at the purchase and sale agreement, but saw no reference to a planning board meeting. Apparently this little scrap of paper represented an unmet condition to the contract. A planning board meeting on the twenty-first of June. That’s tomorrow, she realized with a shock.

				The transaction was not quite a “done deal” as Tina had said. The zoning change was no doubt to modify the current residential status of Pemberton Point to commercial, since Pemberton Point Weddings was to be more than just a home business. Certainly a liquor license was a key component in Peyton Mayerson’s plans to host elaborate and expensive weddings. Darby knew that, although a few towns in Maine were still “dry”—meaning alcoholic beverages could not be sold within the city limits—Hurricane Harbor was not one of them. Generations of cocktail parties, dances, and wild nights at the town’s bar had seen to that.

				Nevertheless, the successful sale of Fairview was now contingent upon the common sense of a group of volunteers, serving on a town committee that met once a month to decide issues of licensure and zoning. These islanders would listen to the proposal to modify the zoning code, as well as for a permit to serve and sell alcohol, and then they would vote. It was a process as old as democracy itself, and one, Darby realized with a sinking heart, over which she had no control.

				She leaned back in the airplane seat and closed her eyes. Worry was settling like a wet blanket on her shoulders, weighing her down with a damp feeling of doom. She exhaled slowly and tried to relax, but one question kept pounding at her brain. What in the world am I doing? 
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				Tina Ames was tall and thin, with a long, straight nose and large dark sunglasses, which she sported inside the terminal although it was nearly ten P.M. She carried a large turquoise pocketbook over one shoulder and a can of Diet Coke in her hand. Her hair was a mass of red curls in a shade that nearly matched her long fingernails. 

				“Knew it was you,” she said, extending her free hand and shaking Darby’s vigorously.

				“How? Because I’m the only Asian woman in the airport?” 

				Tina gave her a sharp look. “Nah, I’ve seen your picture. You look pretty much the same as the one Jane’s got in her office. Still got the long hair, the pretty almond eyes …” She contemplated Darby for a moment and then cocked her head to the side, like an egret on the lookout for a school of minnows. “You look a little older. Wiser, maybe. Where’s your other bag?”

				She lifted her duffel. “I’ve got everything with me. I’m only here for a few days.”

				Tina Ames pursed her lips and said nothing. She turned and began to walk toward the exit doors, her heels clicking on the hard floor of the terminal.

				Darby watched her walk away. After a few seconds, Tina stopped and turned around.

				“Let’s get a move on. You’re on the clock, you know.”

				“When is my flight back?”

				“You really want to discuss this now?”

				“I do. You’ve dragged me all the way across the country. I’m not going a step farther until I know when my flight back is booked.”

				Tina shook her head slowly and looked off to the side. “Well, that depends.” 

				“On what?”

				“On whether you plan to stay for your aunt’s funeral.”

				“She’s not—”

				“Not yet. But the doctor says it could be any time.” She dabbed at her eyes with a tissue and Darby could see that beneath the sunglasses they were red from crying.

				The two women stood for a moment. Darby absorbed the news of her aunt’s condition and tried to think about her options. She was a master negotiator, and part of her talent was knowing when to back down—at least for the moment. “Look, I’m sorry that my aunt’s health is failing. I’m sorry that she didn’t have anyone else to call. But I do have a life and career back in California, and I hope you understand that I want to be on that plane back to the West Coast as soon as possible.” She approached the distraught woman, placing a hand on her shoulder and giving a gentle squeeze. “I’m sorry if we got off to a bad start. Let’s go.”

				Tina sniffled and led Darby out of the airport to the parking garage, where a large GMC truck gleamed in the overhead lights. “Meet Thelma,” she said, with a flourish and a brave attempt at lightening the mood. “She’s loaded with every option from heated seats to a GPS system, and she’s your aunt’s pride and joy.” 

				Darby regarded the massive vehicle. Her aunt had a penchant for driving enormous trucks with female names. “Jane’s taste in transportation hasn’t changed much in ten years,” she noted. “I left Maine in Reba, and the truck before her was Scarlet.”

				Tina forced a chuckle. She unlocked the doors and the two women climbed in. She dabbed at her eyes again and gave a sad little hiccup.

				“Are you okay to drive?” Darby asked.

				She nodded and started the truck. 

				The two women were quiet for a while and Darby suspected that Tina was making every effort to compose herself. Finally she took a deep breath. “I’ll say this to you just once, Darby, since you’ve spent seven hours flying clear across the country. Your aunt can be a giant pain in the ass.”

				She glanced at Darby’s surprised face and nodded.

				“I mean, have you ever met someone more unbelievably opinionated, stubborn as the day is long, and vain as Jane Farr?” She shook her head. “I’ve seen her call a broker a lazy son-of-a-bitch to his face, in front of his own clients! Man, I thought that guy was gonna sue her skinny ass.” She paused. “But I’m not telling you anything new, am I?”

				“Nothing I haven’t thought myself a hundred times.”

				“I know.”

				Tina pointed out the window at the grass bordering the highway. In the sweep of Thelma’s headlights, Darby could just make out the shoulders of Route I-95, dotted with tall, spiky flowers in shades of blue, purple, and pink.

				“Loads of lupines this year.”

				Darby nodded. “I forgot how pretty they are.”

				In June, the blooms of the wildflower were everywhere, elegant splashes of color that stretched on for miles. Darby remembered picking lupines as she walked home from school, the way the stems were so sturdy it was easier to yank the whole plant out of the ground then tear them. She saw her mother’s gentle smile as she trimmed the stalks, and the careful way she arranged them in a vase on the kitchen table, as if they were a work of art. She swallowed at the memory and her throat felt rubbed raw.

				“What I’m trying to say is, I understand how you and your aunt could have your … differences, and I appreciate that you came anyway.” She gunned the truck and passed the first vehicle they’d seen since the airport. “The thing with your aunt, is that despite her shortcomings, she is a hell of a woman. Her strengths outweigh her weaknesses by far, and you can’t say that about everybody. I guess I hope you’ll remember that side of her, too.”

				Darby looked out the window. The last person she wanted to talk about was Jane Farr, dead or alive, but she didn’t want to upset Tina again. “Tell me about this deal,” she said. “Especially tomorrow’s meeting.”

				“You don’t mean the planning board?” Tina snorted. “That’s a formality.”

				“It’s a condition of the property sale, is what it is.”

				Tina sniffed. “Well, in my opinion, it’s no big deal. Peyton’s got to get approval to do her resort the way she wants. The land is zoned residential single family, and she wants to put little cottages up, plus use it in a more commercial way. And she needs to serve booze, naturally. Who ever heard of a wedding without champagne?”

				“Jane did her homework before she got sick, though. She spoke to all of the committee members and they all support the project. No one anticipates anything but the board’s good wishes and the permit.” 

				Darby smiled grimly. She’d heard that kind of talk before. “So you’ve met the buyer?”

				Tina nodded. “Peyton Mayerson’s in her late thirties, from Boston, working with a small group of investors to create this wedding destination resort. You know, people from New York and Boston book the whole damn place, have their wedding, take their sails on the bay, yuck it up at their posh lobster bakes—it’s really catching on in Maine. Seems everybody and his brother want to get married on the rocky coast and have what they think’s a real authentic experience. The ministers can’t even keep up with it.” She snorted. “Most people I know get a bun in the oven, then go to the JP. None of this croquet on the lawn and tents set up on the grass.” She swerved to avoid a dead animal in the road. “You know the Trimbles, right?”

				“Mark helped my father run the sailing program at the yacht club. He’s older than me, but we know one another. Lucy and I were friends for several years. I never really got to know Mr. and Mrs. Trimble.”

				Tina waved a manicured hand. “No matter. They’re long gone, and so’s the big brother—Wes, I think he was called? Anyway, it’s just Mark and Lucy and they’ve been very easy clients. Jane would tell them to do something—bam!—they got it done. Fix this, paint that, whatever, they’d get somebody to take care of it. Neither one seems to have too much attachment to the old place, and it’s been years since they lived there. Mark, especially, seemed relieved that the place is selling so soon. Who wants to keep taking care of a big empty house?” she sniffed. “If you ask me, I don’t think Fairview was a very happy home.”

				Tina’s cell rang and Darby watched her keep one hand on the truck’s steering wheel while she fished around in the turquoise pocketbook for her phone. “We’re on our way,” she said. “We’ll be there before eleven.” When she snapped her phone shut, Darby saw that her pointy face was puckered with worry.

				“That was the minister of the church your aunt goes to, you know, the one on the corner?”

				Darby nodded. Jane had moved to Hurricane Harbor and become immersed in the little village church with a fervor Darby always suspected had more to do with listings than religion. Tina cleared her throat.

				“She wants us to stop at the hospital in Manatuck. She thinks your aunt won’t make it through the night.” She looked at Darby with concern. “You think you can handle it?”

				Darby shrugged. “What about you?”

				“I don’t know. I guess we’ll find out.”

				Darby dozed for ten minutes or so, her mind darting into worrisome corners like a wild animal trapped in an abandoned cabin. She saw Mark and Lucy Trimble, Jane Farr, and the house she’d grown up in. Her parents were there too, smiling and reaching out their hands to hug her … 

				She woke with a start. Tina was parking the car at a large brick building that Darby recognized as Manatuck Community Hospital.

				“We’re going across in half an hour, so we don’t have much time.”

				Darby stretched and followed Tina Ames across the parking lot and into the hospital. The lobby was well lit, with a large screen television and plenty of chairs, some of which, even at this late hour, were filled with waiting patients and family members.

				A slim, petite woman with short frosted hair was waiting by the front desk. She gave Tina a smile of recognition.

				“That’s her,” said Tina. “The minister of the church.” 

				“Actually I’m the associate minister,” the woman corrected, coming toward them. She proffered her hand. “I’m Laura Gefferelli. Your aunt has told me about you. I’m sorry you have to come back to Hurricane Harbor under such difficult conditions.”

				Darby shook the woman’s hand. “Thanks.”

				Laura glanced at Tina and continued. “They’ve moved Jane over to a hospice room. They’ve got her on drip morphine so she’s in no pain.”

				The three walked down a corridor and into another wing of the hospital. Laura waved to several of the nurses; she was obviously a frequent visitor to the hospice wing. Minutes later she was opening the door of a quiet, dimly lit room with carpeting, an upholstered couch, and several paintings. In the middle of the room was a hospital bed upon which a frail woman lay sleeping. 

				Darby moved nearer and gazed down at the face that had once been so terrifying.

				Age had softened her aunt’s features, the way water wears down the jagged rocks in a stream. Her hair, formerly jet black and severely styled, was now dove gray and cut in a soft bob. Her eyes were closed and she appeared to be breathing easily.

				Darby reached out and touched her aunt’s shoulder. She felt the hard knob of bone beneath the thin sheets. Somewhere in that mind are all the times we spent in opposition, all the battles we waged and the insults we flung. 

				“Tell me what happened.”

				Laura Gefferelli nodded. “Jane was having transient ischemic attacks—they call them TIAs, or mini-strokes—and realized something was wrong. Dr. Carver, the neurosurgeon at Manatuck, did a CT scan and found the tumor. He recommended surgery, pretty much immediately. Jane got a second opinion down in Portland, and that physician concurred. This was last week, right Tina?”

				Tina nodded.

				“Yesterday, I stopped in to check on Jane,” Laura continued. “She was prostrate on the floor with an excruciating headache. I brought her here and had them page Dr. Carver. An hour later, she was in the operating room. Dr. Carver believes the surgery relieved most of the pressure, but Jane hasn’t regained consciousness. We’re just hoping that she’s strong enough to recover.” She paused. “Personally, I believe she is heading toward a very peaceful death. She’s in no pain. She’s just slipping slowly away.”

				Tina made a small strangled sound. Tears ran down her face, streaking her mascara so that she looked like a sad clown. 

				“You have been such a good friend to her,” Laura Gefferelli said softly, touching Tina on the arm. “Your friendship meant so much to Jane. She told me before the operation that she could always count on you, no matter what. You were like family.”

				Darby felt a coldness wash over her. Is that what Jane Farr had said? That you could count on family? She felt a rolling sensation in her gut. Where was her support when I needed my family the most?

				Oblivious to the two grieving women, Darby backed away from her aunt and her painful past. Across the sleeping patient, Tina sniffed and sighed, taking Darby’s movement as a signal that it was time to leave. “You’re right, Darby,” she nodded. “We’d better go get our boat.”

				–––

				The gray-shingled building that served as the state’s ferry terminal was a trim structure surrounded by a white picket fence and neatly mowed lawn. As she steered the truck into line for the ferry, Tina explained that the old terminal had burned five summers earlier during a severe thunderstorm. “Your aunt gave some money to the new building fund. Her name’s on a granite marker over on the water side.”

				“It’s almost 11:30,” Darby noted. “Surely there isn’t a ferry at this time of night?”

				Tina nodded. “Yep. That was part of the deal Jane made when she gave the money. Weekend ferries at one A.M., so that islanders can party on the mainland, go to the movies, whatever, and still get home. Sunday through Thursday, the last one’s at 11:30,” Tina grinned. “Kinda made her a hero, making negotiations like that.”

				Darby glanced at the building her aunt had helped create. The little parking lot was well lit, and Darby thought she saw two people holding signs.

				“That couple over there—they can’t be protestors?”

				Tina parked the truck and yanked her keys out of the ignition. “They’re picketing, all right. The state wants to put a bridge here, some huge thing like they did over in Canada, you know, to Prince Edward Island? The vote’s not for a couple of months, but people are pretty upset already. They’ve got petitions and whatnot, a citizen’s group, you name it.” She reached for the turquoise pocketbook and slung it over her shoulder.

				“I’m goin’ to grab our tickets and a Diet Coke. You want anything?”

				“Just the bathroom.” 

				“Back of the building,” Tina slammed the truck door. “Unisex, but a sorry sight better than one of those port-o-pottys, which is, if you remember, what used to be here.” She began strutting toward the picket fence, her heels clicking against the parking lot like the hooves of a deer. Darby saw the protesters try to hand her something but she waved them away and kept walking.

				The night air held the tang of the Atlantic, a musky, sharp scent that seemed more intense than it did on the West Coast. Overhead a gull cried, his body glowing white against the stars. Darby walked across the parking lot, feeling the salty air on her face. In the faint glow of the parking lot’s lights, she noticed more lupines blooming against the back of the building, their pastel shades luminescent in the moonlight. 

				Darby opened the bathroom door and stepped inside. It was dark, without the benefit of the overhead lamps outside, and Darby’s eyes strained to adjust to the dimness. The heavy door shut with a bang. She ran a hand down the cool surface of the wall, hunting for the light switch, and heard a small sound like an animal exhaling … 

				Her pulse quickened. There was something trapped in the bathroom. As Darby reached for the door handle to escape, she felt the force of someone grabbing her from behind in a bear hug, pinning her arms back in a painful squeeze. She screamed and twisted toward her attacker. Getting a good look at a face before escaping meant identification. Of course, that would be the last thing her assailant would want … 

				A huge man loomed over her.

				Bushy black hair in the form of a beard and thick black eyebrows covered most of his face. A tangle of black curls sprung from his head and his plaid flannel shirt. The smell of unwashed skin assailed her senses, but that was the least of Darby’s problems.

				“Where ya headed, little girl?” His voice was thick, slurred, dangerous.

				Quickly she reacted with the defensive fighting skills she’d honed at San Diego’s Akido Academy. Keeping her breathing controlled and forcing herself to focus, she brought her knee up hard, hoping to connect with his groin. Instead, she encountered hard muscle—his thigh. She refused to give into the panic that was rising like bile in her throat.

				“Who the hell do you think you are? Let go of me!” Her screams were accompanied by the hardest stomp on his foot she could muster.

				His eyes widened in surprise. Darby could see the edge of a large tattoo on his forearm.

				“You always were a wildcat. A little Oriental spitfire.” He lunged closer, his face now only inches from hers.

				“I saw you in the truck with Tina,” he whispered, his lips brushing the edge of her ear. “What’re you doing back on the island, Darby Farr?” 

				Cold dread washed over her body. He knows my name … 

				She took a quick breath and forced herself to focus. His arms were on her neck, squeezing against her throat. With all the strength she could muster, she raised her arms above his shoulders, and brought them down hard on his forearms. He pulled his hands back in surprise, the hold broken. Darby tried to flee the small space, but her attacker’s instincts were too quick. Before she could wriggle out of the bathroom, he lunged at her torso, pinning her against the grimy wall.

				A second passed with no sound. Darby’s attacker let out a low chuckle, crystallizing her dread into pure fear.

				“Where’d you learn those moves, huh kitten?” He gave her arm a wrench that made her wince in pain, and then, to her surprise, shoved her away. 

				“Stay away from the island,” he snarled. His eyes, cold and black, seemed to bore right through her. “Unless you want to end up like your parents.”

				Darby felt for the doorknob behind her back and yanked it hard. Pain shot through her wrist as she swung open the heavy metal door.

				“Don’t threaten me, you sack of shit,” she spat, backing away and beginning to run. 

				The door clanged shut as Darby dashed toward the truck, his throaty laugh ringing in her ears.

				–––

				Tina was sipping a Diet Coke when Darby, panting, reached the truck . 

				“What the hell?” Tina asked, seeing the younger woman’s ripped shirt and bloodied hand. 

				Darby looked back toward the bathroom. “Call the police. That guy—there—” She pointed at the flannel-clad figure now slouched by the outside of the bathroom door. “He jumped me in the bathroom.”

				Tina’s mouth set in a grim line. “Soames Pemberton,” she said. “You okay? What’d he do?” 

				“Pinned me from behind, told me to stay off the island.” She tried to catch her breath. Soames Pemberton—the name was definitely registering. For some reason, she didn’t want to mention his threat about her parents. Without meaning to, she shuddered. “Is he as dangerous as he seems?”

				“Oh yeah. He’s as bad as they come, now. Used to be a boat captain and drive this ferry, but the state yanked his license when he came back from the Gulf. Drug use—heroin to be exact.” Her eyes lingered on the man before flitting to Darby. “Was he high? Could you tell?”

				“Possibly. I couldn’t exactly administer a drug test.” She rubbed her wrist. “Why isn’t he locked up?”

				“Has been, here and there. But you barely turn around and he’s out again, you know?”

				Darby did know, all too well. In California there were similar creeps who never seemed to get what they deserved.

				Tina gave her another of her sideways glances. “Soames’ grandfather or great-grandfather owned the whole of Pemberton Point at one time, from where the Trimble estate is right clear around to the cove. I think the family got it way back from the King of England or something. Little by little they sold chunks of it off, and I think the only piece of land any Pembertons own now is Soames’ sorry little doublewide on the property line.” 

				She started up the truck and followed the line of cars onto the ferry, then parked behind a small economy car and turned to face Darby. “I’m surprised you don’t remember him. Left before you did and joined the Navy. Became a SEAL—you know, the ones who never get taken prisoner? It was a big deal for the island. Only a small percent of guys make it, and Soames was one of them.”

				“I think I do remember. There was a parade and a ceremony at the dock.” She had the sudden image of her father, tanned and smiling, holding tightly to her hand. He had spoken to Soames Pemberton, told the powerful-looking young man something in a low voice. After that he’d clapped him on the back, wished him good luck.

				Darby remembered the look in the Navy SEAL’s eyes. Cold and hard, like metal. It had matched what she’d seen in the restroom just minutes before. “What happened to him?”

				“Nobody really knows. He finished his training and got sent to the Gulf War, the first one, in the early 90s, some top-secret guerilla warfare missions that he could never talk about. He came back with that post-traumatic stress disease, plus the heroin habit. And he was never what you’d call a nice person to begin with.” 

				Her voice softened. “An island’s not an easy place to live, you know? It pushes some people right around the bend. They start talking to themselves, running around in their pajamas in broad daylight, that kind of thing. But Soames?” She shuddered. “He’s become a monster, pure and simple.”

				“Then let’s call the cops. Get him locked up, at least for tonight.”

				Tina put the truck keys in the turquoise purse. Her brilliant blue eyes were suddenly brittle and Darby could see she was furious. “Believe me, it will only make it worse. Listen, just stay away from Soames Pemberton. One of these days he’s gonna kill someone and get locked up for good, but until then, he’s like a great white in a plastic kiddie swimming pool.”

				She reached across Darby and yanked open the glove compartment, rummaged around and pulled out a small cylinder which she tossed on Darby’s lap. “Pepper spray. I got a bunch of ’em. Stick it in your pocket and don’t be afraid to use it. Way more effective than calling the cops any day.”

				Darby fingered the spray and jammed it in her denim jacket as instructed. She’d used the stuff back in California on a guy who’d grabbed her when she was out running, and he’d hit the pavement like a sack of bricks, giving Darby enough time to sprint to safety and call the police. “I wouldn’t have the least problem giving Soames Pemberton a blast or two,” she said.

				“Good.” Tina looked at her carefully. “You want some night air? Let’s go on top.”

				The two women left the truck and climbed up a set of stairs to an observation deck. The ferry began moving, heading purposefully across the bay with engines sounding as if they were at full capacity. In the wake of the vessel, two porpoises followed along, their bodies jet black and shiny in the foamy water. Tina pointed through the darkness at a small island, no bigger than a parking space, where Darby could see nothing but boulders and a few spruce trees. “Your aunt sold that a couple of months ago. Two million dollars. Amazing what these flatlanders will buy.”

				The sky overhead was studded with stars. Darby and Tina picked out the few constellations they recognized: the Big Dipper, the Pleiades, and the Little Dipper. Outwardly, Darby Farr looked content, her episode with Soames Pemberton nearly a memory. Inside, however, her thoughts churned like the water behind the boat. Any minute now and she’d see the island emerging out of the inky black night. Was she prepared?

				She let her thoughts wander back to California and the various deals she’d left in her assistant’s capable hands. Enrique Tomaso Gomez, or “ET” as Darby called him, was an aging Ricky Martin, debonair and suave, his back always ramrod straight and his sense of propriety even straighter. Because she depended so much on her solo employee, Darby compensated him well, paying a hefty salary plus commission, most of which, she suspected, he spent on designer-label clothes. He favored silk shirts, open at the neck to reveal a thick forest of slightly graying chest hair, and pressed pants. 

				Just then the ferry’s engines slowed as the vessel entered the slow harbor zone. Darby took a deep breath and looked toward the bow of the boat. There it was: Hurricane Harbor. In the darkness she could just make out the tiny ramshackle ticket office, just as she remembered, with a curving road leading up the hill and past the Café. 

				Darby reached out to grab the handrail with shaking hands. Her heart was beating so quickly she could barely catch her breath. She felt like an engine that was constantly revving and would seize up at any moment. Get a grip. This isn’t life or death.

				Tina motioned to return to the truck and Darby followed her down to the parked lines of vehicles. Tina started the engine and drove off the ferry and onto the road. 

				I’m back, Darby thought. I never thought this day would come, but I’m back on Hurricane Harbor.

				She stole a glance in the passenger side mirror. I look exactly the same. Straight black hair parted in the middle and hanging to the middle of her back; arched black eyebrows; and dark, almond-shaped eyes. Anyone looking would see a slim half-Asian, half-Caucasian woman in her late twenties. Your typical Islander, Darby thought wryly. Just another kid from Maine.

				–––

				If Darby Farr’s outward appearance hadn’t changed in ten years, neither had the look of her hometown. Even in the dark, Darby could see that the Café and neighboring bar were exactly the same: tall, wooden structures with weathered paint and tattered awnings. So, too, was the Hurricane Harbor Inn, where Darby had waited tables one summer. Inexplicably, Darby felt strangely comforted by the familiar buildings. These landmarks feel like a life raft, she thought, as she watched Tina maneuver the truck on the narrow island roads.

				The bar was called The Eye of the Storm, or, in local parlance, “the Eye.” It was the only real nightspot on the island, unless one counted the gas station on the other end of town, where islanders often hung around the dumpster and downed a six-pack or two. Darby remembered at least one occasion when she and Lucy Trimble had managed to sneak into the Eye and order rounds of Cape Codders. While picking at their chicken wings and fried clams they’d gotten pretty drunk. One night the two girls were so inebriated they had passed out on the floor of Fairview’s potting shed, only to have the gardener scream bloody murder when he discovered them in the morning.

				The road curved uphill from the Hurricane Harbor Café and around a bend Darby had once known very well. She held her breath and there it was: Long Cove, stretching before them in moonlit beauty, a smile-shaped piece of beach with gently ebbing water. It had been Darby’s playground as a child and her sanctuary as a teen. Now, as an adult, she saw it for what it truly was: a beautiful piece of nature, unspoiled and tranquil. Her heart ached for what she knew lay around the next bend.

				As if anticipating Darby’s tenseness, Tina slowed the truck and lowered the volume on the radio. They rounded the bend, and there was the low white farmhouse with its wide front porch, framed by magnificent maples that Darby knew turned a vivid bright orange in October. In the darkness she could make out a tricycle parked on the patch of green lawn in front, and a swing hanging from one of the maples. Darby’s eyes welled with tears. Once again she told herself to get control of her emotions.

				“That’s one sale I can never forget,” Darby said, keeping her voice deceptively light. She thought about what the house had meant to her and made a vow. I’ll never forgive Jane for letting it go, she thought. Tina glanced her way but said nothing. Instead, she honked at a battered red jeep as it passed. 

				“What’s Donny doing out so late?” she wondered.

				“Who’s Donny?”

				“One of the Pease boys. He’s the caretaker for Fairview, plus he fixes things at the Hurricane Harbor Inn.” Her voiced sounded a little pinched and she cleared her throat. “You must be exhausted. I’m taking you right to Jane’s so you can get a good night’s sleep. We’ll tackle all this Fairview stuff in the morning.”

				Darby nodded. As Tina steered the truck around a curving road past the old Ice Pond, the ringing of her cell phone startled them both. She answered it and listened for a minute, her posture stiffening. “Shit,” she muttered. And then, “Thanks.”

				Tina said nothing as she slowed the truck before a tall Victorian that Darby recognized. It was Jane Farr’s home, the house from which Darby had fled ten years earlier. Tina turned into the driveway, parked and turned to Darby, her full red lips pursed. 

				“I’m going to give you this truck,” she announced. “Your aunt can’t use it now and anyway, I figure you’re sort of used to driving her vehicles?” 

				“Very funny.” Darby smiled in the darkness. “How will you get home?”

				“Donny. I’ll give him a call and he’ll pick me up.” She sighed and placed the truck’s keys on the dashboard.

				“Tina, is there something you’re not telling me? Something to do with that phone call?”

				Tina turned to face Darby and nodded. Outside a lone cricket chirped mournfully. “That was Laura Gefferelli, calling from the hospital. I’m sorry, Darby. Your aunt is dead.”
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