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It's been a tough time. FB, which had been such an asset since I began writing, removed me from their site without explanation or recourse. I came back as Rivka Jerry H James and added a new Shanon Grey page. However, I lost ALL of my friends and readers.

Knowing I had to start over, I was stymied, feeling lost and not knowing what to do. Karen Docter stepped in, took me by the hand, and helped me get started once more, not letting me wallow in self-pity. Then, others reached out. And, slowly, I came back. I will always be grateful to have friends like Karen and so many others who helped this author start over. 

As I always say, I am so thankful for my family for always encouraging me and my editor for her gentle words.

And, beyond everything, I am grateful to my readers, for always loving my stories and pushing for more. You lift me up. You make me smile. You brighten my days with your praise. You make me laugh, sharing stories of your own, memories brought on by one of my stories. You have become more than readers. You are my friends. You are my family. Thank you for that friendship and love.

Dedication

We have had many horrific storms recently, affecting so many lives. I lost everything to Katrina and started over. I know what it's like to have to pull oneself up by the bootstraps and move forward, one painful step at a time. Without the help of family, friends, volunteers, Red Cross, FEMA, and MEMA, I don't know what I would have done.

Today, so many of the programs that people relied upon have been decimated, leaving people without help or assistance, having nowhere to turn, with local governments and volunteer organizations overwhelmed.

I dedicate this story to those who suffer and those who help. Remember, one step at a time.

Prologue

It had been a perfect day. Or, at least as perfect as a twelve-year-old could want. Darcy Caldwell really didn't want much—just to be with her Mam-mam making crafts or working in the herb garden, or with her Pop-pop sitting in his dinghy fishing and listening to him tell Cajun stories, or on the island helping him shore up the lean-to and wharf. Today it had been Pop-pop’s day. They’d been over to the Island, her island, in the morning, and painted the lean-to a pretty shade of green, to blend in with the trees. Pop-pop explained that it wasn’t really a lean-to, but more of a shack because it had four walls and a separate roof, whereas a lean-to had the back wall lean into the front to make the roof. She really wanted the lean-to, but this had more room.

The wharf was complete and ran from the water almost all the way to the lean-to, staying close enough to the ground so gators wouldn’t be tempted to rest underneath. She’d seen a few, mostly sunbathing on the end of the small island. And, they had scurried into the water when Pop-pop called out and hit the ground with a stick. But, truth be told, she really didn’t want to see one up real close.

After she and Pop-pop had finished their work, they had headed out into the bay with fishing gear and a large container of Mam-mam's sweet tea and a bag of her herb biscuits. They hadn't caught much, but that really wasn't the purpose anyway. The purpose, according to Pop-pop, was to get close to the water, feel the breeze, smell the smells, and give Mam-mam a couple of hours of peace.

Yes, that had been a perfect day. But not now. Now the bright sun was gone. The wind was kicking up around her as she looked across the water to the Island and Pop-pop’s dinghy tied up to the wharf. She stood on the end of the dock in front of their house, not a hundred yards away, watching the sky change, holding onto the piling so as not to be blown into the water. And she shouldn’t be here anyway. Mam-mam had told her to wait inside while she went down the street to check on Mrs. Jeffries. A storm was coming, and Mam-mam didn't want the old woman staying by herself. But Mam-mam hadn't returned, and Pop-pop's dinghy was still tied up at the Island. She was scared. She didn't want to lose them, too. They were all she had, and she'd had them for less than a year. 

It had been hot like this the day her parents died. They had agreed to let her spend the night at Reese’s, her best friend, so her parents could go to a conference. That wasn’t so unusual; they were always going to conferences. And she always stayed at Reese’s. She didn’t mind. She had more fun at Reese's. 

Darcy's parents were both very smart and worked at the same University near Washington, DC. They knew a lot about everything and were always asked to speak at conferences. They just didn’t know a lot about little girls. Reese’s mom and dad did, since they already had five daughters. Reese’s mom used to tell Darcy’s mother, “Don’t worry about it. What’s one more?” 

But this time they didn't come home. A sniper had taken shots from an overpass. Several cars were hit. Her father was killed instantly by a bullet, and her mother died in the ensuing crash. She had stayed with Reese's family for three days, until her godparents arrived. People she had never met. This upset her. She didn't do well with strangers. She was shy. Reese and her family were the only people she really knew. She didn't talk in school. At home, she read or drew. It didn't seem to bother her parents that she was quiet. In fact, they often commented on how blessed they were to have such a reserved, well-behaved child.  But now she was going to live with strangers. She was terrified.

Then, they arrived. Mary and Jacob Dupres were nothing like her parents. The woman, her deep, raspy, melodious voice cooed that everything would be all right now. The man—tall, lanky, handsome, speaking a mile a minute in a language she didn't understand—knelt before her and smiled into her eyes. 

The woman stooped to his level, and ever so authoritatively, yet with a hint of a laugh, told him that would be the end of the Cajun. "She doesn't understand a word you’re saying. Don't frighten the child." 

With a soft, "Mais oui," her soon-to-be anointed "Pop-pop" winked at her and switched to English with just a hint of an accent that she found totally disarming. Darcy loved him on the spot.

It took a little longer for her affection to grow for her godmother. Mam-mam obviously ruled the house. And not with the quiet reserve of her mother. If she had an opinion, she stated it. Sometimes, even if she didn't. She loved to talk. And laugh. And sing. And argue. Mam-mam and Pop-pop would go round and round but always ended up laughing. Then he would throw his arm around his wife’s shoulder and give her a loud kiss on the cheek. 

Darcy didn’t understand any of it.  She wasn’t sure what they expected of her. And she missed her parents. Not wanting to hurt their feelings, because they were trying so hard to be nice to her, Darcy was careful not to cry in front of them. She waited until late at night to let the tears fall. One night, as she lay sobbing, pulling the pillow tighter, until she could barely breathe, she felt her covers move. Warm, soft arms enfolded her. Her godmother’s deep, soft voice whispered, “It’s okay, little one. Don’t hide your grief. I will hold you ‘til you’re done.” And she had. With soft hands stroking Darcy’s back, she had held her all night, quietly whispering to her, sharing memories of her mother and father.

Each day progressed—one into another. On her birthday, the twenty-seventh of December, they had surprised her with a visit from Reese. They had flown Reese all the way to D'Iberville, Mississippi, from Alexandria, Virginia, just for her. Reese had never been anyplace this warm in the winter. Pop-pop took them over to the Island, and fishing, and along the beaches of the Gulf. Reese adored her godparents and fit in with them perfectly, probably better than Darcy. Reese encouraged Darcy to give them a chance, that she would love them. She had and she did.

So now, she found herself waiting on the dock, the wind whipping around her, pulling her toward the water. She clung to the pier’s upright, her twelve-year-old body barely any match for the gale. The wind began to howl in her ears. 

“Pop-pop,” she yelled, her lungs burning as the wind tore the sound from her lips.

She watched him force the dinghy away from the wharf. It fought its way through the chop, sometimes losing more ground than it gained. He hadn’t heard her, yet his eyes were glued on her. She yelled again, now hanging on with both arms. He waved his arm at her, waving her back away from the water. She didn't move.

By the time the dinghy reached the pier, she was on her knees, clutching the upright with all her strength. She didn’t dare let go. He drew the small boat, now sloshing with water, against the side of the pier. It rammed into the old dock.

She screamed as her grip gave, and she was torn from the support into the air. In a single motion, he was on the dock with his arm wrapping around her. He hauled her against him, the force taking her breath. She threw her arms around him, tucked her head into his chest, and cried.

He fought the wind, carrying his precious cargo, and trudged his way up the steps toward the house. As he turned the knob on the door, the wind caught it and shoved it open. It banged against the wall. He pushed the child down the hall, away from the door, and grabbed its edge, forcing it back against the wind, pushing it closed.

A loud crack sounded, and he screamed in French, still holding the door closed. He turned to her, blood running down from a gash on his cheek. A tree limb jutted through the door, right next to where his head had been. Mary screamed from behind them and rushed forward. She grabbed a linen napkin off the table and put it against Jacob's cheek, enfolding both Darcy and Jacob in an embrace.

“Mrs. Jeffries?” Jacob asked.

“She wouldn’t come. I secured the shutters. That’s all I could do. I barely made it back here. It’s coming in fast.”

“Oui,” Jacob said softly. “Darcy was on the dock.”

“What?” Mary turned to her. Darcy cringed until she saw the concern and love in her eyes. “Child, I told you to stay inside. It’s a hurricane. You can’t fight a hurricane. You can only ride it out and pray for the best.”

And they had. They had sat around a small table in the large pantry in the center of the house, listening to the wind howl, shutters bang and rip off, and the metal roof squeal as wind was forced under it. Darcy shook for four hours. Mary and Jacob played cards with her and talked about everyday things, ignoring the storm raging about them. Sometime during the night, Jacob had put a blanket on the floor and made Darcy lie down. Whether from exhaustion or to just escape the groans of the house as it twisted in the wind, she fell asleep. When she awoke, she was in her own bed and all was quiet. She tiptoed from her room and into the living room. Towels were on the floor, sopping up water. She heard her godparents on the porch and went out. 

“Careful, cher,” Pop-pop called up to her. 

She looked down. The front steps were gone. Her gaze went around. There were trees, and wood, and just stuff, everywhere. One of the shutters was hanging from the window. Part of the dock was torn and hanging in the water. The dinghy was missing. She let her eyes move across the smooth water to her Island. The wharf was gone, only a few pilings tipping out of the water. And she couldn’t see the lean-to. Her wonderful lean-to was destroyed. She looked at Pop-pop, tears in her eyes.

“No worries, ma petite. Now we rebuild. Better." With a laugh, he held up his arms and she jumped. She sailed through the air into his arms.

And they had rebuilt. Less than a year, and everything was back to normal. Except, this time, she had a real lean-to. And, this time, they painted it blue, just for her.

Other storms had come, some small, some big, but none like the one that night. They had ridden out each storm together, sitting at the table in the storm-safe pantry, playing cards.
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Darcy Caldwell stared through the window, across the vast expanse of concrete, across the highway, and into the Dismal Swamp. From her office window, the ribbon of intercoastal waterway wound its path in front of the university in Virginia, heading south into North Carolina. It was so different from the bayous back home. Both had sweltering summer heat, but here, there was no breeze coming off the Gulf to cool the skin. Here it was dead calm. Even in the air-conditioned office, she could feel the perspiration begin to tack her blouse to her skin. Peering out into the lush overgrowth, she imagined the bugs dancing across the water and swatted at a nonexistent mosquito. At least here, no-see-ums, the virtually invisible biting insects that left their evidence in itching welts, were nonexistent.

"Promise me..." her voice cracked as she half-begged for what had to be the fourth time in two hours. The storm was growing, intensifying, and filling the Gulf. Her stomach cramped with fear. She could not seem to make them understand. They’d been over this, again and again. She gripped the phone tighter, her knuckles growing white from the effort. “Please,” she all but whispered the plea.

"Yes...I promise,” the older woman agreed absently. “Sweetheart, I have to hang up now. Jacob needs help with the shutters. He's not as young as he once was. We love you," her godmother added, an afterthought, her voice diminishing as she pulled the phone away from her ear.

"I love you, too." Darcy knew her godmother had already hung up. "Stubborn woman," she muttered and gripped her phone, fighting the urge to throw it against the wall.

What is it about people of the Gulf Coast? The thought coursed through her mind, almost a curse. It wasn’t like she hadn’t been through numerous storms, “sitting them out” as they said, both in D’Iberville and on the Virginia coast. But the Gulf Coast was like sitting on the rim of a damn teacup. Once a storm entered the Gulf, there was no way for it to exit except over land. Storms just loved the hot, steeping depths of the Gulf, fueling them into giant killers. This was just such a storm. It was huge. And growing. Gaining force. The current administration had named it Hurricane Zephyr, defying naming conventions, probably wishing for it to be as mild as its name implied, a gentle west wind—especially after having decimated any agency that could help.

Even after Katrina and Helene, and the others, the people came back stronger, building higher, sitting around planning hurricane parties, boarding up, and gathering supplies in the hot, sunny delusion of calm. Twenty-four hours would change all that. The sunny breezes would give way to howling winds, trees would bend and snap, waters would rise, and those staying behind would hunker down in fear. Until it passed. Then, they would come out of their shelters, a little the worse for wear, and clean up the mess, confident that they had beaten it once more. 

But this was different. She could feel it in her bones. Of course, her Mam-mam said that every time. But this time, the funds for NOAA and the National Hurricane Center had been stripped away, and the reports, the accurate reports, weren't coming as often. In fact, if anything, they were downplaying it. 

"Didn't go well?" Reese's voice broke into her thoughts. 

Her best friend pushed herself away from the door jamb where she had been leaning, walked over, and plopped down in the chair facing Darcy. "Sorry, I didn't want to interrupt," Reese said, watching the stress play across her friend’s face. "I figured I'd find you here with classes starting Wednesday and wanted to see how you were doing."

"I’m fine. That woman can be so exasperating," Darcy said.

“Your godmother, I presume?” Reese asked.

Darcy nodded. “Just because they went through Camille without a hitch, then rebuilt after Katrina, and others, they think they're immune to any more hurricanes. It seems to be a common problem down there. People aren’t listening, or, if they are, they sure as hell aren’t paying attention.”

She sat down in her chair and stretched her shoulders, hoping to remove the kinks. “They are driving me crazy. They don’t want to leave. And, now that I have managed to get them to agree to go, which, by the way, really came from the mandatory evacuation order that was issued, they’re dragging their feet, trying to take care of every damn little thing.” Exasperated, she slowly shook her head and looked over at the TV, balanced precariously on a stack of books, and scanned the streaming news from the coast.

"Look, you have been planted in front of that TV and computer for two days. You need a break. Let's get out of here and get something to eat." Reese stood, not giving Darcy an opportunity to object.

"I don't know...." Darcy hesitated and glanced over at the ever-present weather map plotting the hurricane's course straight toward the middle of the Gulf Coast.

"Staying here won't stop that storm, or move it, or put them in the car any faster. When was the last time you ate?"

Darcy didn’t bother to answer. She vaguely remembered eating yogurt this morning—or was it last night?

"That's it! You probably don't even remember when you ate last." Reese verbalized Darcy’s thought. "Don't forget your phone," she called back over her shoulder and headed out the door.

Darcy glanced down at the device still cradled in her hand, repressed a sigh, and followed Reese into the hallway. She turned around and succumbed to the urge to leave the television on. With a quick glance around the cramped cubicle of an office she would call home for the next year, she closed and locked the door. It was such a change from the spacious, modern office Darcy had left behind at MILTEC. This would have to do until she was finished teaching the seminar on proposal writing and contract administration. 

Things had changed so much in the last few years. Agencies that had existed for decades no longer existed, and if they did, they ran on an axiomatic shoestring. Contracts were harder to get, and the requirements far more stringent, not to mention the bidding processes insane. Since she'd excelled in formulating the proposal writing and submission requirements, as well as creating an AI algorithm for evaluating RFPs quickly, delineating those that best matched the company's capabilities, she found herself ensconced in this university, teaching techniques, a contract she'd help win.  

Still, she couldn’t wait to get back to her plush surroundings. It was easy to adapt to corporate decadence. Darcy found it amusing that she had grown accustomed to the very opulence her own parents had pursued, unlike the ease and comfort her godparents enjoyed. Yet, it was that coastal home that brought smiles and sweet memories when she needed comfort.

Reese, talking nonstop, led Darcy out to her sporty white Jeep. At least she had the top up, Darcy thought, remembering how hard it had been to detangle her long blonde hair the last time Reese drove. Quietly listening to Reese’s monologue, Darcy found that, by the time they reached the restaurant, Reese had filled her in on all the in-house gossip at their company. Reese, MILTEC’s current Tech Librarian, kept her finger on the proverbial pulse of the company. Darcy wasn’t sure just what Reese’s true specialty was. One thing was certain, she was a Jill-of-all-trades and a master of every damn one of them. Since they were young, Reese had been the extrovert to Darcy’s introvert, shielding Darcy from the onslaught of the outside world. Separated by the death of Darcy’s parents, they’d visited back and forth, then went to college together. While Darcy studied her ass off, Reese enjoyed the party circuit, letting her eidetic memory work for her. Now, she knew and remembered everything in that tech library, plus everything Darcy produced, making them an invaluable team. 

"Great," Reese piped, "a spot right in front!" She whipped the Jeep into a ridiculously small area and stopped within inches of the Porsche parked in front of her. “You haven’t paid a damn bit of attention to anything I’ve said.”

Darcy looked at her friend and smiled. She appreciated the effort Reese was making to distract her. It must have worked, for she found herself sitting in front of Emily's, a snazzy little bistro in Ghent2, one of the quaintest and most charming sections that had sprung up near the fast-growing university campus, emulating the original Ghent of Norfolk, Virginia. Despite the sweltering heat, the shade from the trees encouraged people to stroll down the sidewalks, window shop the various boutiques, or just visit with friends. On this blistering day, quite a few people were enjoying the ambiance of Ghent2, seemingly unaware that a disaster of monstrous proportions was spinning just off the Gulf Coast. Darcy studied their faces, almost angry that they didn't share her anxiety. Why should they? That coast was over 800 miles away. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, hoping to inhale the sense of peace surrounding her.

Wonderful aromas wafted out of the restaurant. Darcy’s stomach rumbled, reminding her just how long it had been since she had eaten. She gave Reese another meager smile and got out of the car.

"See, I told you this was a good idea," Reese laughed and pointed at Darcy's growling stomach.

"Yeah," Darcy groaned. "You got me here, now feed me."

By 2 o'clock, Darcy’s godparents still hadn’t called. She had tried repeatedly since leaving the restaurant, praying the phone wasn’t sitting on the kitchen counter where her godmother tended to leave it.

Making a spur-of-the-moment decision, Darcy opted to travel the over 600 miles to Newnan, Georgia, where she could meet up with her godparents when they stopped at their friends’ house. She’d sent multiple texts to both of their phones and, when they still hadn’t answered her calls, left the address of the cabin. 

Reese had not only offered her the use of the cabin she owned near Newnan but agreed to cover Darcy’s classes for a few days. 

Darcy placed her plan book on the desk for Reese and left, feeling better than she had in days. Wearing the jeans and flip-flops she’d donned earlier in anticipation of the long drive ahead, she climbed into the Jeep, having accepted the trade for Reese's more dependable vehicle. She figured she would get to the cabin around one o'clock in the morning. Hopefully, Mam-mam and Pop-pop would have called by then, and she’d tell them where the spare key was or, if they refused Reese’s hospitality, they could arrange to get together for breakfast.

Darcy made the Virginia/Mississippi trip at least twice a year, most of the time with Reese in tow. They usually stopped at the cabin. But, when alone, she would grab a favorite audiobook author and lose herself to some fiction as she drove the tedious route. This time, she ignored the audiobook. She doubted she would have been able to pay attention, anyway. Her thoughts kept drifting back to her godparents. Snippets of memories would pop into her mind—Mam-mam, standing with her hands on her hips, frowning up at Pop-pop as he lapsed into his fluid and very colorful Cajun when something went wrong. Caught, he would look sheepish and stop, with an added ‘mais oui’ just to taunt her.

They had given her more life than her parents ever had. With them, she’d become less intimidated by life. It was because of them she was who she was.

She’d never understood the relationship between her parents and these wonderful, yet simple, people, who lived life every day, laughing at the world and each other, so different from her reserved intellectual parents.

"Difference is good, mais oui?" Her Pop-pop had laughed when she'd questioned him.

Even now, a tear escaped, and Darcy quickly brushed it away. They'll be okay. They have to be. Hell, they had probably stopped to help someone and got caught in traffic. That would be just like them.

***
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DARCY TURNED THE KEY in the lock to the cabin, pushed open the door, and switched on the light. It was lovely—a real log cabin—except huge, larger than most mansions. It was furnished in a cottage style, with dried flowers filling a spatter-paint enamel pitcher on the round table in the eat-in kitchen in front of a large bank of windows. The faint smell of wood scented the air.

All she wanted to do was sleep. The trip had been over ten hours of truck traffic and radio surfing for news of the hurricane.  She had managed to stop a couple of times to stretch and get a soda.  Now, she was exhausted.  The clock on the wall said it was almost 2 a.m. and too late to call the Buckman’s, where her godparents had planned to stop. She had left message after message on her godmother’s cell. They still hadn’t returned her calls. 

Grabbing a Coke, she walked into the living room, switched on the TV, and curled up on the couch. The Weather Channel and CNN had ongoing coverage about the horrifyingly sluggish landfalls, one in Louisiana and another imminent in Mississippi. She gave a silent prayer for her godparents’ safety and drifted off.

Loud ringing near her head pulled her out of a deep sleep. Groggy, Darcy sat up and looked around. "Okay," she moaned and groped around for the phone. "Hello?"

"Hey. Did I wake you? Have you seen the news? When did you get in? You were supposed to call." Darcy listened to Reese’s flurry of questions.

"What time is it?" She pulled the phone away and tried to focus on the time.

"Almost 8 a.m. Have you talked to Mary and Jacob? Are they okay? They're saying the coast is in big trouble. There’s flooding. Wind damage. Tornadoes. Way worse than Katrina. It's awful. And they say it’s probably headed inland, like Helene."

"No," she interrupted, "I haven't heard from them. Let me call you back." She hung up and hit speed dial. Again, it went to voicemail. She fished out several pieces of paper from the depths of her purse and scanned them. She dialed the number she had jotted down.

"Mrs. Buckman?” she asked when a woman answered the phone.

“Yes...Darcy?” The woman sounded upset. “I didn’t have your number. I’ve been frantic. They aren't here. I am worried to death." The voice on the other end trembled.

"When did you talk to them last?" Darcy's heart started pounding. She stood. 

"Yesterday. They were finishing up a few things. Mary said the car was packed and they were just about ready to leave."

"When was that?" she managed to choke out as her throat went dry.

The woman paused, thinking. “About 2 o’clock."

"Why so late? They were supposed to leave around lunchtime."

"She mentioned something about the shutters causing trouble." Then, after a moment of silence, she added, "Oh, Darcy, you do think they left? I mean...." Mrs. Buckman didn't finish.

"They must have. They promised. Maybe the traffic...maybe they stopped somewhere in Alabama.” Please, God, she added silently. Call me as soon as you hear from them," she said and gave her number to Mrs. Buckman. 

Darcy walked into the bathroom and ran cold water over a washcloth. She applied the cool cloth to her cheeks and looked at her pale reflection. Forcing herself to remain calm, she showered and changed clothes, repeatedly glancing at the phone resting on the counter, willing it to ring. She tried calling several more times, each attempt answered by her godmother’s recorded message. Every time Darcy heard the voice, her throat constricted. She hung up, knowing they hadn’t retrieved any of those messages.  

Throwing clothes back into her bag, she dialed her godmother’s friend. “Mrs. Buckman?”

“Call me Janice.”

Darcy asked if they had called since they’d last talked, already knowing the answer. "I am going to go on down there." She tried to sound calm. "I know which route they would have taken, and I am going to follow it back down."

“Darcy, honey, I know you’re frantic,” Janice soothed.  “But the storm is still raging. Where are you?”

“Near Newnan.”

“Come by here and we’ll put some things together for you to take with you. Hopefully, we’ll hear from them before you leave.”

“Are you sure? I don’t want to be any trouble.” Darcy just wanted to get in the car and head south.

“You come on.  We’ll play it by ear.  You can leave as soon as it’s safe. Do you remember how to get here?”

“I think so. I’ll find it.  I’ll see you within the hour.”

As she hung up, it rang.  “Mam-mam?” 

“No, it’s Reese.  You haven’t heard from them?”

Darcy told Reese about her plans to go down. “I’m glad you made me take the Jeep. I hope you don’t mind?”

“What?  Trade a Jeep for a Beemer?  You’ve got to be kidding? At least I will know you can’t get stuck.”

“Reese,” Darcy hesitated, “I’m scared.”

Reese sighed, "I wish I was with you." 

"I know. But one of us needs to keep my job," Darcy quipped, trying to lighten her mood.

“I’ll do my best,” Reese countered. “Take care, you’re driving into the storm...and call me.”

“I will. I promise.” 

Darcy got her bag and, walking through the cabin one last time, headed out. On the way over to the Buckman’s, Darcy checked her voicemail. Nothing.

Newnan was pretty much as she remembered it, a small southern town centered around a town square.  She circled the square and remembered the visit when she and her godmother had stood on the corner watching a local ballet troop perform a scene from the Nutcracker. She didn’t know which of them had been more excited—her with sudden dreams of becoming a ballerina or her godmother, reliving her own dreams. Darcy learned that day that her Mam-mam had actually danced for a troop in New York for a short time. They’d enrolled Darcy in ballet classes as soon as they’d gotten home. Try as she might, Darcy just didn’t have the feet. However, she persisted for five years until she finally called it quits. The lessons hadn’t been a complete waste, since she had incredible posture and still practiced at a bar to keep in shape.

After only one wrong turn, she found the address, pulled up the long driveway, and circled around to the rear of the antebellum home.

Janice hurried to the car and gave her a hug. “It’s been so long.  How beautiful you are. Come on in.” Tucking her arm through Darcy’s, she led the way inside. “Although it’s a little early, I have lunch set up in the den so we can watch the news, if that’s all right?”

“You didn’t have to go to any trouble,” Darcy began and stopped herself, remembering how encompassing southern hospitality could be, and said “thank you” instead.

The wonderful chicken salad was barely touched by either of them. The news reports weren’t good. The storm was sitting over the coast, moving slowly, pushing water. It sounded like another Katrina, but with more wind. As the hours passed and she heard nothing, fear constricted her chest. Janice stopped trying to encourage her, and they sat in silence, listening to the reporters.

Officials ordered people to stay away from the coast. The National Guard was activated. Power was out. Cell towers were down. Emergency services were disabled. There was no news coming out of the decimated coast.

Dinner was light, served the same as lunch, in front of the television.  Janice’s husband, Harry, joined them, saying very little after the initial pleasantries. Darcy saw Harry look at Janice, catch her glance, and frown.

When Harry spoke, there was bitterness in his voice. “Hurricane Zephyr my ass,” he grumbled. He saw Janice’s slight shake of her head and narrowed eyes. “If she’s going to drive into that monster, she needs accurate information.”

Darcy looked at him. Janice spoke. “Harry was the Flight Meteorologist for the 53rd.”

Harry saw Darcy frown. “Hurricane Hunters,” he explained.

“Really?”

“Yes, ma’am. Finally retired.” He smiled.

“As they say, you can take the man out of the plane but not the hunt,” Janice said with pride.

“What can you tell me?” Darcy asked.

He looked at his wife, who shrugged and nodded. “Come on,” he said as he stood.

Darcy started to pick up her plate. Janice put her hand on Darcy’s arm. “You go on. I’ve got this.”

He led the way down the hall and opened a door, stepping back. 

She stepped into a room that looked more like some sort of meteorological lab. There were six large monitors along the wall and several more on the desk, along with other equipment on adjacent tables.

“Wow,” she said.

“When the administration started tanking NOAA and NHC, the 53rd, and some others, reached out to me, since they knew I'd kept up my 'hobby'." He made air quotes. "I volunteer, as do some others."

"It's quite the setup," Darcy said and focused on a middle screen. "Is that Zephyr?"

It is. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

“Scary beautiful.”

“I think when they changed the naming convention—out of spite, I’m guessing—they chose Zephyr, hoping for the mild west wind, hedging their bets—out of total ignorance, I don't mind telling you—thinking it would only grow so strong. After all, the Gulf temps had been lower. Obviously, they don't know Mother Nature." A note of sarcasm altered his tone. "The only thing they got right was the myriad of colors that encompasses a Zephyr palette. Also, if they were going to influence it at all, maybe it would be having it turn it turn into a Zephyr train.”

“Zephyr train?”

“It’s a train that travels on one of the longest train routes in the United States.”

“So not only is it turning into a monster, you’re saying it’s going to go a long way inland.” She looked at the monitors and frowned. “It looks like it’s already over land.”

“It is. Like Katrina, it’s shoving water inland. Over there,” he pointed to another monitor on the wall, “are pictures from the one the Hurricane Hunters flew into, way too early, I might add.” He shook his head. “Even so, the wind speeds close to the water portend what was to come.”

Harry turned and looked at her. "Look at those bands," he said, pointing to another screen. "And the radar," he indicated yet another. "These are bands south of us. Darcy, are you sure you want to drive into this? Granted, I think it's going to move fast and stay a bit west of here, but those bands are showing tornadic activity." He tapped one of the screens, enlarging the map.

“I have to find them. Thank you,” she said as the images made her stomach turn.

Just then, his phone chimed, and he looked at her. "Sorry, I have to take this.

She thanked him again and walked out, hearing him shouting coordinates into the phone, and walked through the house and out to the front porch. She felt Janice's hand on her arm.

“I’m sorry....” Darcy started.

“No,” Janice interrupted, “you have every right to be upset. I just don’t understand. They were on their way...I thought. I can’t imagine what happened.”

Darcy took a deep breath. "Oh, something stupid, no doubt." She sounded almost bitter. "I didn't mean that." She looked at Janice, her face a mask of worry. "You know how they are. Something can distract them so easily.  They'll start one thing and end up completing so many other things, they never finish the first.  Not really absentminded, just....” She stopped.

“I know, dear. I know,” Janice acknowledged.

They stood for a few moments more in silence. Darcy stared into the fading light, the sky so clear. Not a cloud on the horizon. Not even a breeze. How could it be so near, yet seem so different?
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