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I left the coffee house, taking a sip of the hot coffee from my travel mug.

Instead of my mouth, the front of my cardigan got most of it.

A friend, who fancied herself a comedienne, had once joked that coffee stains on my clothes was my signature style.

This time, just like most other times, I’d been preoccupied with some thought or another while loading up the mug with cream and sugar back in the coffee house.  I couldn’t even remember screwing the lid back on, apparently not doing a good job of it. 

As I turned a corner, I fumbled to secure the bothersome lid, and unexpectedly ran into a wall.

What remained of the coffee in the mug ended up on the wall, and the wall made a noise that sounded like “ugh.”

The wall, as it turned out, was actually a man wearing a nice sports jacket over a shirt and trousers, now thoroughly soaked with coffee, cream, and sugar.

The man might have been really handsome, but just now he had the look of a cold-blooded killer, looking right at me with his icicle eyes.  He was apparently unimpressed by the incoherent apologies I had begun, and the crushed, sodden napkin I was offering.

Under his hard scrutiny, I rather suddenly became aware that the mug and lid were no longer in my hands.  They were rolling on the concrete at my feet.

I bent down, getting away from his unblinking stare, to retrieve them.

The bothersome lid, I saw, was cracked.

I straightened up with the dripping items and said to his wet shirt, “May I buy you a cup of coffee?” trying an apologetic smile as I ventured to lift my eyes back to his face again.

He didn’t return the smile, replying coldly, “I’ve had enough coffee for now.”

Beneath his long, drooping eyelids, his ice blue, almost colorless eyes were remarkably, rather horribly piercing, pinioning me like an insect.

His lashes, like his hair and brows, were very fair, the color of wheat fields in late summer.  But there was nothing warm or particularly summery about him otherwise, especially his iceberg eyes, which presently fell to my fumbling hands; in my usual scatterbrained way, I was stuffing the broken lid and the mostly but not quite empty mug in my tote bag.

Then his gaze took in my appearance, complete with my own fresh coffee blotched cardigan.

My cheeks flamed red; my otherwise pale complexion showed blushes mercilessly, and, to my great annoyance, I blushed easily, too easily.  I made for one lousy poker player.  And he made me feel very self-conscious in a way I hadn’t felt for years, since I was a teenager, really.  It was as if it mattered to me what he thought.

I supposed that, almost by default, my appearance was consistent with what I was, a socially awkward computer geek of the skinny and pasty variety.  Under my cardigan was one of the many geek humor t-shirts I owned.  My hair, which was black, fine, straight, and uncooperative, was pulled back in a serviceable ponytail, though strands were already slipping out.

His ice cold eyes seemed to see too much.  

Then, unexpectedly, his brows quirked slightly and he said, “Do I know you?”

“Know me?  Oh, no,” I said quickly, finally managing to tear away my own gaze from his.  I was having the sensation that I was now a deer caught in headlights, maybe even already run over.

“Elena.  Or Helena,” the man said.

“No, I’m sorry,” I said, forcing another apologetic smile.  “That’s not me.”

He mirrored my smile this time with a slight, rather derisive one, more a sneer than a smile.

“No, of course not,” he said presently, in icy, mocking tones.  “You would be dead.  My mistake,” and he walked away without a glance back, heading toward the dock where the ferry came in from the mainland.

I blinked after him until he was out of sight, wondering if “you would be dead” meant he was going to murder me if I was Helena.  I hoped that would be the last I ever saw of him.

Then I turned on my sneakered heel and fled in a completely different direction, taking an unnecessary side street to avoid any possibility of running into him again.

I eventually stopped at a drinking fountain to rinse off my sticky hands, drying them on my jeans.  There seemed little I could do about the spot on my cardigan.  At least the coffee hadn’t soaked through to my t-shirt, which was more than I could say about the man’s clothes; he’d gotten almost fifteen ounces of coffee on him.  Not that he had exactly deserved any sympathy.  Not that he would care what I felt.

I crossed over to the boardwalk that lined the pale golden beach, glancing back over my shoulder.  I saw no sign of him.  There was no reason I should have expected him to follow me, of course.

I kept walking along the boardwalk, slowing my pace, leaving the harbor and Old Town behind me, leaving behind the man with the icicle eyes.
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When the length of boardwalk ended, I continued to follow the curve of shoreline.  It was late spring, still fairly early in the day, and the breeze hadn’t yet cleared the fog.  The fog was drifting over the surface of the ocean, merging with it and the low-hanging grey sky.  Closer, against the shore, the waves separated from the grey void, spreading on the sand, then falling back again in sighs, and the air was damp and heavy with the smell of brine.

This far out from town, I encountered no one other than a few inevitable artists who had set up with their easels.  Among other things, Edith Island had its renowned artist colony, which was patronized by the rich and famous who lived on the island.

The island otherwise was mostly a sleepy, exclusive retreat for whoever could afford it, hiding themselves in an undisclosed number of very private estates.  Even the artists had their own separate chateau-like enclave, though they also wandered out to paint and mingle with lower mortals – tourists - like me, who stayed in the town, went to their art galleries and other tourist stuff, and wandered the beach.  There was also the steep three-mile hike on the far side of the island up to Edith Fountain.  The Fountain, tapping into mineral springs, was supposed to have healing properties of some sort, and for a while had been quite the fad.  Of course, anyone really sick would have a difficult time making it up there.

––––––––
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I KEPT WALKING ALONG the shore until I arrived at the base of the headlands, which meant the end of the public beach.  I hopped onto the rocks, escaping a wave.  My eyes idly searched the tide pools, an old habit from childhood.

I spotted quite a find, a chestnut cowry seashell.  I stopped to pick it up and examine it.  It was a very nice specimen, completely intact.  Its smooth, rounded back had a mottled reddish-brown pattern, and the underside was pearly white.

I slipped it in one of the inner pockets of my tote.

It brought back memories of finding other shells when I had been a child.  I’d spent hours wandering the beach and tide pools and collecting shells and researching them.  I’d wanted to become a marine biologist.

But then I left that part of my childhood all behind when I was fourteen, including my carefully organized shoebox shell collection and my interest in marine biology, all of it.  I was fourteen when I was last at the beach, even though I lived fairly close to the coast since then.  And, oddly, perhaps, I’d forgotten that I’d once collected shells till now.

I presently began climbing amidst the cliff rocks, leaving the tide pools behind, and found a narrow, overgrown path that appeared to lead upward to the windy headland.

By now, the fog was burned off and the cloud cover was thinning, but the blue sky was still veiled and the light was grey.

As I continued to climb, the ocean shifted restlessly below me.  It seemed much vaster from this vantage, stretching far out to the horizon and fading into the indeterminate sky, far from everything.

But the sound of the waves against the shore remained close no matter how dizzyingly distant the waters seemed.

It would make for quite a fall.

I felt utterly, completely alone.

Lonely.

It was, I reflected, quite a very different kind of aloneness than I was used to, a loneliness I’d only felt as a child.  My usual kind was inside the confines of the four walls of the room I had rented during my graduate school years, in front of my computer, with headphones on.  For the last year and half, especially, I had been sucked into the entangled monstrosity that had been my PhD thesis and my constant companion.

All that was over now.  I was no longer a graduate student.  Soon I would be starting up a job, a career.  I would have a new life in a new city, a new identity.

Just now it felt like I was in between identities.

As I neared the top of the rocky headland, far from the rest of the world, it felt even more that way.  Maybe it was because I hadn’t fueled up on my usual morning coffee, thanks to that encounter with the man with the icicle eyes.

When I reached the top, I continued along the narrow, little-traversed footpath as it wound around wizened pine trees and veered inland.  From there it led me zigzagging steadily down to yet another pale yellow, empty stretch of beach.  It was high tide now, so on this side of the headland the sand was only a narrow strip hemmed in by the encroaching ocean on one side, and the rise of grassy dunes and rocks to the other.  And, perched above these, beyond a barrier of more battered trees, was a palatial stone house on a slant of manicured estate grounds, closed off from the rest of the world by a line of stone and iron fencing.

––––––––
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I FOLLOWED THE THIN golden track of sand of this new bay.

Midway, I stopped to empty sand out of my shoes.

I glanced up at a series of wood steps, which appeared to lead up to the stone mansion.

I left the beach and began climbing them.

The steps ran up and into the rocky cliff, then burrowed their way through the grove of trees that clung to the land, ending on a stone pathway half obscured by moss and fir needles.  The beach and now bright late morning sunlight disappeared behind me.  I was enveloped in the quiet hush of damp undergrowth and dappled light, which flitted and danced about beneath the thick canopy of the trees.

I followed the path and soon found myself at a gated entrance, and, beyond it, rising above terraced gardens, I caught a glimpse of the truly magnificent stone mansion.  It was reminiscent of an English country manor.

I saw the woman approaching before she saw me.

She looked like an incognito celebrity.

She was wearing huge sunglasses and a silk floral kerchief tied under her chin and completely covering her head.  Beneath a voluminous, drapey cashmere cardigan, she wore a loose-fitting white tunic and pants that fluttered in the ocean breeze.

As she neared, though, I thought she looked too ill to be some glamourous starlet.

She glanced up and froze when she saw me at the gate.

“Who the hell are you?” she demanded in a hoarse voice.

“I’m trying to find a way off the beach,” I began.

“This is a private beach.  There’s no public access in or out,” the woman interrupted in brittle tones.

She reduced the distance between us with almost aggressive speed so there were only the iron bars of the gate between us, and she peered at me as if through prison bars, only I wasn’t sure which of us was the prisoner in this case.

Her mouth, painted an angry pink, was a hard, thin line.

This close up, she looked even more shrunken, her skin, inelastic and grey, pulled taut over bones and sinew.

“How did you get here?” she demanded.

“I got to this part of the beach from the headland.  I followed a footpath.  Then I saw these stairs.”

“You came from town?”

“Yes.”

“That’s five miles out.”

“Yes.”

The dark lenses and the eyes behind them continued to stare at me like an unblinking insect.

“Who are you?” the woman at length repeated.

“I’m no one,” I said.

She gave a mirthless, barking laugh, continuing her insect stare.

Then she said abruptly, “Helena?”

“No, not Helena.  I was just walking.  I started out on the boardwalk along the beach and then I found the footpath,” I repeated.  “Look, I can just go back the way I came.”

“No, of course you’re not Helena,” the woman was saying, not listening to me.  “You look like her.  A little older, of course.  She was fourteen when she died.”

“Oh.  I’m very sorry,” I said, my cheeks blooming vivid red.

The woman’s thin mouth twisted into a kind of smile.

“You even blush like she did,” she said.  “But it’s all water under the bridge.  She died thirteen years ago.”

“Oh.  Well,” I said, struggling to know what to say.

“Come through the grounds,” the woman said presently, and her lips parted to show her very white, straight, capped teeth.

She raised one of her boney hands and typed in a code on the gate lock.

It clicked open, and she swung the gate open, gesturing imperiously. 

“You’re sure?”

“Of course,” the woman replied with a tinge of impatience, beckoning again with her claw-like hand.  “I wouldn’t have offered it otherwise.”

“No, I don’t imagine you would,” I said, and, after a pause, said, “Thank you.”

I stepped through.

I should have turned and fled.
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I followed the woman up a stone path, which took us up a series of terraced plateaus of lawn and decorative shrubs and trees.  As the ground leveled, the edifice of the imposing, stately manor rose up before us.  This side of it was fronted by a broad patio with a glittering infinity pool and places to sit, and a jasmine-laced arcade.  The jasmine was in full bloom, and the air was filled with its sweet fragrance.

“You have a really beautiful place,” I began politely as we reached the patio, and almost ran into the woman as she came to an abrupt halt and announced, “We will stop a moment here.”

She took a seat on one of the cushioned chairs by the pool, gesturing me with a jerk of her skeletal hand for me to sit, as well.

“I’m sorry, did we go too fast?  Can I help you in any way?”

“No,” she said sharply.  “No, I plan to be dead before I become dependent on anyone.  Sit.”

I sat down.

“You’re wondering what I have?” she said after a regarding me for a moment.  “Leukemia.  ALL.  They poisoned me with their treatments, but it was too late.  The cancer spread into my liver and brain.  I’m terminal.  Of course, I could die from other reasons first, in a car crash, for example.  That would be ironic.  Or, more likely, I could be murdered.  Which do you think would be better?”

Her thin lips were a straight, grim line.  I couldn’t tell if she was joking or serious. 

Both, I decided.  Joking, but serious.

“You mean death by cancer, a car accident, or murder?” I asked gamely.  “Or just in general terms, knowing you’re dying of something but then dying unexpectedly by some other means?”

“All,” she said, flashing her white teeth in appreciation.  “Or none,” she added after some reflection.  “In the end, it would be a wash.  The end is the same.”  Then she said, “Helena, my daughter, was diagnosed with ALL when she was two.  She would no doubt have died if a babysitter hadn’t decided to bring her to the emergency room.  So instead she lived.  Only to die in a car wreck when she was fourteen.  Ran off during a school field trip with some boy.  He took a corner too fast and off a cliff.”

“That’s why it would be ironic, if you died in a car accident?” I asked.

“They only have underpowered electric cars on the island, so it’s unlikely.  Of course, her car accident occurred in California.  I could always do it there,” she mused, “maybe go off the same cliff.”

I was unable to come up with something to say this time.

Then the woman said, “What’s your name?”

“My name?” I repeated dumbly.

“Yes.  If you’re not Helena, here to take me to the gates of Hell, then who are you?”

“I’m Lilah. Delilah, actually.”

“Delilah.  Biblical.  But hardly angelic.”  The woman’s unblinking bug eyes studied me for a long moment before she said, “The name doesn’t suit you at all.  How old are you?”

“Twenty-seven.”

“You look like a teenager.”

I supposed I did.  Outside the university I was often mistaken for one.

“You’re as old as Helena would have been had she lived. But you dress badly.  An avenging angel should dress better.”

“Helena dressed well?” I asked.

“She wore what I bought for her, so yes, naturally.  But I mean if an angel is on a mission to exact revenge on me for my sins it should at least have the courtesy to dress for the occasion.”

“Maybe that’s why it wouldn’t,” I reasoned, thinking that this conversation had taken a decidedly odd turn.

“True.  So who or what are you, Delilah?  And what’s your last name?”

“It’s Farmer.  I’m a software engineer.”

“A software engineer.  Yes, I suppose you look the part, more than an angel, that’s for sure,” she said, her bug eyes on me again, or maybe not, since I couldn’t see the woman’s actual eyes. “At least that would explain the obscure graphic design on your t-shirt.  It’s supposed to be funny?”

“Yes,” I said, glancing down briefly; I’d unbuttoned my coffee-stained cardigan at some point during the walk.  “Clichéd but funny.”

“Where do you work?”

“What’s your name?” I countered.

“I am Darlene Sinjuste.  You’ve heard of me”  Do you find my last name apt?”

“Your name’s familiar,” I said slowly.  “I think I read about you in the business news.”

“You don’t strike me was the type to read business news.”

“I keep track of it some, mostly tech industry research and development.”

“Where do you work?”

This time, I found myself explaining that I’d just completed my PhD and would be starting a job at one of the tech companies in Portland.

Darlene began rapidly firing off more questions, and I answered them, though as briefly and bare-boned as possible; she appeared to be very keen to learn more, those unblinking bug-eyed lenses fixed on me, her frail body tensed in the lawn chair.

I hoped she would be convinced that there was no way I was her dead daughter somehow returned or, worse, a supernatural being out for vengeance.

When I told her I grew up mostly in the foster care system, she interrupted, almost jeeringly, “An old-fashioned Horatio Alger children’s story, from orphan to middle class respectability?” and I wasn’t sure whether this was to be taken as an insult or as a sign that she didn’t believe me.

I wondered if I should just leave.

Before I could decide she asked, “What happened to your mother and father?”

“My mother died when I was two.  I don’t know who my father is,” I told her, and Darlene gave a bark of laughter.

“Why is that funny?” I asked, blinking at her.

Darlene waved her hand, what appeared to be a habitual gesture for her.

“Uncanny parallels, that’s all.  My dead daughter didn’t know the identity of her biological father, either.  Nor did I.  He was an anonymous sperm donor.  So how did this mother of yours die?”

“A drug overdose.  She was an addict.”

“I suppose I’m something of an addict.  I’m dependent on narcotics for pain.  An overdose could be arranged.”

I said, clearing my throat, “Well, I think I should be going now.”

Darlene continued as if she didn’t hear me, “I suppose your drug addict mother regretted your existence as much as I regretted Helena’s.”

“Did you hate your daughter?  Or hate being a mother?” I couldn’t help but ask.

She turned her dark bug eyes full on me again.

“Both.  I’ve spent the last twenty-seven years of my life paying for that mistake and will die paying for it.  I was of course relieved when Helena died, but I only wished she hadn’t wasted those first fourteen years to do it, fourteen of my prime years.  She could have saved me the trouble and just died as a preemie.  You see, she spent two months in intensive care before finally coming home, a puny, sickly, whining thing.  If that wasn’t enough, after the leukemia diagnosis I was forced into marrying Corbin.”

“Why forced?”

“Money, what else?  I was broke from all the hospital bills and I had to transport her to all her appointments and monitor her because she was so sick.  I had to give up my job.”  Her thin mouth curved downward as she spoke, drawing her face into hard lines.  “Corbin was rich – at the time, that is, before he drank and gambled his family fortune away.  He would have lost this, too,” she added with another wave of her hand, “the proud family estate, if I hadn’t divorced him and taken it.  I got rid of him years ago, just before Helena finally died.”

“Oh,” was all I could manage to say.

“I suppose I should credit him for introducing me into some social circles on the Island.  But I’d have eventually gotten them and more on my own.  What I couldn’t get back was fourteen years.  And in the end, for what?  This,” she said, her skeletal, grey hand on her heaving, bony chest.  She was almost panting, either from the effort of speaking or the intensity of her resentment.

“Ironically,” she eventually resumed in an almost choked voice, “I clawed my way up to CEO for the very pharmaceutical company that developed and manufactures my chemotherapy drugs.  It took me eleven years after Helena died to finally reach CEO, and that was thirteen months ago.  Six months into it – this,” she said, her claw-like hand waving again.  “Literally, a taste of my own medicine.  And, as you see, even my medicine failed.”

“It doesn’t seem like you think Helena’s death should be avenged by an angel,” I commented after a pause, my voice wavering slightly.

“Oh, I agree, but, then, I’m going to Hell, not Heaven.  But I should say her death has already been avenged.  With interest.  If anything, it’s me who should be seeking revenge, not Helena’s angel.  But since she’s already dead, there’s not much I can do.  Perhaps I’ll come up with something,” she added speculatively.

“Well,” I said after another pause, “thank you again for - .”

Darlene interrupted, asking, unexpectedly, “Where are you staying?”

“The Ocean Breeze Guest House.”

“Run by Esme Karpenski.”

“Yes.”

“Well, you’ll soon be drawing in enough income to stay in a more decent place,” Darlene said a little nastily.  “Why come to Edith Island?”

“It was close and I didn’t have a lot of funds.  I just moved to Portland.”

“Not a very imaginative vacation spot,” Darlene commented.

“No,” I agreed, “it wasn’t.”

She then fired off yet more questions about when I had arrived and when I would be leaving, which I answered truthfully, not seeing why I should answer otherwise.

Finally, the interrogation was over, and Darlene was silent, apparently lost in thought, though the silence was filled by the sound of the wind through the trees and shrubs, and, more distantly, the sound of the ocean rising and falling against the shore.  The air was filled with the heady smell of jasmine, mingling with rosemary and pine.

Just when I thought she’d fallen asleep sitting up, she removed her sunglasses with one of her claw hands and turned to face me, blinking red-rimmed eyes.  Although she was wearing heavy make-up, the daylight did her emaciated features no favors.

Her lips curved up into a mocking smile.

“Hideous, aren’t I?” she said.  “Would you believe I used to be quite attractive?”

“Yes,” I said, and the woman’s smile widened into a taut line, though her eyes remained watchful.

“Stay for lunch, Delilah Farmer,” she said, waving away my attempts to protest.  “Meet my step-children.”

“Your step-children,” I repeated.

“Yes.  This past week they descended upon me like vultures, hoping to make good with me.  Only so I’ll put them in my will.  I even have two horrible step-grandchildren who have between them now broken several thousand dollars’ worth of electronics and fine china.”

“Doesn’t sound like that helps your step-children’s cause.”

“No?  No, I suppose not.”

“Why don’t you tell them to leave?”

“It amuses me to watch them pretend to love me.”

“That sounds toxic.”

“It is,” she agreed readily, her red-rimmed eyes gleaming.

“Why do you want me to stay?”

“Can’t you guess?”

“I won’t pretend I’m your dead daughter,” I said flatly.

“An interesting guess.  But wrong.  No, my attorney is coming today with my will.  I want you to be a witness for the signing.  But of course it appeals to my sense of humor to see the look on their faces when they see you.  Just a little added fun.”

I tried to formulate a polite refusal, which Darlene waved away again.

“Do it as a favor to a dying woman,” she urged.  “And decent food.  It’s too bad my own appetite is so bad.  Carmela, my housekeeper, is an excellent cook.”  She paused.  “Please.”

I didn’t answer right away.

Then I said, reluctantly, “OK, I will.”

And regretted it.
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“Good,” Darlene said with a satisfied nod and standing up with surprising energy. “Come into the house and meet the money grubbing beggars.”

I rose more slowly, hesitantly, and, with even more reluctance, followed her.  We passed under the arcade, where the smell of jasmine was overwhelming and sickly sweet, and through French doors.

Darlene commented as I pulled the doors closed behind me, “I’m surprised it’s so quiet.  I wonder if the children have managed to finally kill themselves.  I wouldn’t be surprised.  They’re very stupid, just like their mother.”

She led me down the hall, which reminded me a little of the halls that line an abbey courtyard, one of the walls a series of arched, full-length beveled windows facing the back of the estate.

It opened up into a large, high-ceilinged space that looked like the spread for a magazine.  It was a living or family room, and, past it, there was a thoroughly modern kitchen.

But for the arched windows and stone walls, the vast room was decorated in a sleek and very modern, minimalistic way, so very unlike the old-fashioned manor-like exterior.

It didn’t look particularly lived-in, either, even with the people sitting idly on the sectional.  It was almost like they were all waiting in a posh airport lounge, waiting for their flights to depart.

There was a woman flipping through a magazine with two children, a boy and girl nearby, playing cards, for the moment fairly amicably, though it looked like it could turn ugly any moment.

And there was a man sitting apart from them as if they were strangers, also flipping through a magazine, and looking thoroughly bored.

The adults stirred as we entered, standing up.  Their eyes immediately settled on me.  The woman’s eyes then flickered over to the wall behind me before returning to me again.

Darlene got the look on the woman’s face that she’d wanted.

The man, though, just smiled roguishly at me, flashing very white teeth, apparently meaning to be charming.

I glanced back at the wall to see what the woman saw.

There was an enormous fireplace, and, above it, an equally enormous painting.  It was a formal family portrait, in a modern-looking frame but done in traditional style, an elegant couple and four children.  The youngest child, a little girl, might have been a younger version of me.  She was a sickly slip of a thing, no more than four or five.  She had fine black hair and enormous, very dark eyes that looked haunted, staring into nothing.

The painting reminded me of society portraits by John Singer Sargent, a nineteenth century artist who painted beautiful, disturbingly insightful portraits.  It had gorgeous color and detail, and provided an almost subversive glimpse into the sitters’ personalities and rather strained family dynamics.  The wife in the painting obviously disliked everyone else, the husband was helplessly hopeless, and the children were somehow disconnected from both of them.  The artist had captured it really well.

I thought I could see a younger, quite lovely Darlene in the wife, her hard brown gaze looking out at me with contempt and disdain.  The husband was handsome, very blond, with straight features and a weak, full-lipped mouth.

The three older children were fair like him, and their facial features echoed his.  The oldest boy, around twelve or thirteen, looked bored, his long lids drooping.  His mouth was full-lipped just like his father’s.  Unlike his father, though, there was nothing weak about it.  It was curved very slightly in an almost sarcastic smile.

The blond girl, a pouting fairytale princess, I pegged as a couple years younger than him.  The younger boy looked like he’d just been into mischief or about to do mischief.

The woman before us was presently saying in a fake cheerful voice, “Liam.  Olivia.  Look, your step-grandmother’s back.  Say hello to her and her guest.”

The children ignored her and us.

The woman turned anxious eyes from them back to the portrait and then to me again.

She was, I reflected, no longer the slim, graceful fairytale princess in the painting, and the pouting look was transformed into lines of discontent and nervous worry.  She dressed expensively but not very tastefully in clothes too tight and revealing for her.  There was also too much jewelry and make-up.  The white blond hair of her childhood was now many generations into bleaching and highlights.

Her children, both over-nourished versions of the older children in the painting, looked like they dressed themselves and hadn’t bothered to bathe.  The boy had white-blond hair like his mother’s side of the family, but the girl’s hair was an uncombed, tangled mop of light brown.

I could see some of the younger boy in the painting in the man presently tossing down his magazine and sauntering over next to the woman.  This grown-up version of the boy was fairly good-looking, and probably had been lady-killer good-looking not too many pounds ago.  Now he was rather puffy.  He wore some gaudy guy-type jewelry, and expensive but untailored, baggy trousers and a flashy shirt, which only partly disguised a thickening midsection.  His blond hair was gelled back rakishly, matching the rakish smile he presently wore.  He had carefully managed stubble and tufts of hair on his face in the latest style.

His eyes, a little bleary, I thought, went from me to Darlene with some curiosity before settling back on me, this time assimilating me from my sneakers up to my face.  It made me feel slimed.  My cheeks bloomed, and his smile widened.  He apparently had misread my reaction.

The woman was now saying in the same falsely cheerful voice she’d used on her children, “We were wondering what became of you, Darlene.  We started to get worried.  Wasn’t I just saying that, Keegan?”

“Sure,” the man, Keegan, said easily, still smiling at me.

“Yes, I can see how worried Keegan is,” Darlene said dryly.

The woman began sputtering out a protest, but Darlene told her to stop even trying.

The woman’s eyes presently flickered and fixed on me, and Darlene said with eager satisfaction, “You recognize her, don’t you, Kayla?”

“Should we?” Keegan asked.

“But Helena – Helena isn’t - ,” the woman, Kayla began.

“Helena?” Keegan said, finally glancing up at the portrait and then back at me.

“I’m not - ” I began, cut off by Darlene, who said, “Of course Helena’s dead.  This is her avenging angel.  Isn’t that so, Delilah?” she said, turning to me and smiling almost maliciously.
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