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        Darren

      

      

      

      Darren Harlan stood on the jetty and watched the lights glow along Harbor Street. With his back to the water, he could feel the wind behind him, urging him to go inside, have a beer, talk to a stranger on a bar stool. He didn’t. He wouldn’t know what to say. Stars pricked through the sky, and an old familiar restlessness leaked through him.

      Spring nights, summer nights, almost every damn night of the year, Darren walked the island. He slept on and off or not at all, and he’d learned long ago not to fight the insomnia. Instead he wandered the streets of Drake Isle’s downtown, the narrow roads that curved to the water. He passed the refurbished townhouses, the gift shops, the beachside bars, the dogs belonging to each dark porch. He rescued errant beach balls and left open cans of cat food behind the hardware store. He strode through the sand and watched the northern lighthouse spin out its warning across the water. He walked until his heart pounded and the ghosts left his head, until his back and legs ached. Usually it worked, and he’d return to his apartment above the bar tired enough to sleep.

      But sometimes walking only stirred up memories. Like tonight.

      Don’t think about it, he told himself, don’t remember, don’t let your mind go there, but that was like telling himself not to breathe. As if on command, his cell phone buzzed in his pocket. He fished it out, bobbled it in his palm, almost dropped it into the dark waves.

      “Yeah.”

      “Hey, bro.” It was Carter, the second youngest of the four Harlan brothers. They weren’t brothers by blood, just by foster parents and chance, but that counted for something.

      “Hey, yourself.”

      “You doin’ okay?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be?” Darren’s gaze landed on a stretch limousine driving down Harbor Street. From Polly and Quinn’s wedding, no doubt. Darren had been invited. He’d declined.

      “C’mon, man. I know what day it is,” Carter said. A dog barked in the background.

      The mudslides.

      Darren blinked in surprise, though he probably shouldn’t have. Carter always remembered. His other brothers, Will and Jace, rarely did. Or maybe they did, but they didn’t reach out, didn’t call or text.

      “I wanted to see how things were going,” Carter added.

      “They’re going.”

      The limousine slowed in front of the Anchor and the Mermaid, the oldest bar on the island, and people tumbled out of every door, dressed in frilly dresses and tuxedos. Their laughter echoed across the water and amplified Darren’s loneliness.

      “Shit, how many years has it been now?” Carter asked.

      Darren took a minute to count them up inside his head. “Twenty-eight.” And twenty-seven of those years he’d spent far away from here.

      Carter whistled. “Hey, I heard…I meant to text you, I mean, but my vet tech was out sick and I was buried up to my ears in work. Anyway, I was out with this woman last week who works as a part-time clerk for the Nantucket police.”

      Darren waited. It always took Carter a minute or two to get to the point.

      “She said Drake Isle police were all stirred up about a new case, somethin’ that could’ve been related to the mudslides, an’ the chief was looking into things.”

      “What things?”

      Carter went away from the line, said something to the barking dog, then came back on. “Said a skull showed up on the beach and they were looking for the rest of the body.”

      “From twenty-eight years ago?” Darren’s pulse jumped and sped up.

      “Yeah. That’s what I said. Can’t imagine they’ll find much.” Carter cleared his throat. “You hear anything about that?”

      Darren’s fingers tightened around his phone. “Nope.” But he didn’t spend a lot of time talking to islanders or listening to rumors. Gossip could fly by him and he’d never know it.

      “It’s probably nothing to do with…” Carter began. “I mean, you know what I’m saying. It’s probably nothing at all. But if you need anything, call me.”

      Darren watched as the limousine driver parked along the curb, its guests safely delivered to the bar for what was probably the first of many after-parties. “Yeah, will do. Thanks for checking in.”

      “Take it easy, bro.” Carter broke the connection before Darren had a chance to say goodbye.

      “You too,” he said to the air. He stuffed the phone back inside his pocket and followed the line of jagged black rocks to the beach. A skull? Here on Drake Isle? He hadn’t heard Chief McCabe was poking around and asking questions, but it didn’t surprise him. When skeletons washed up on shore, local police had to investigate. After the mudslides, of course, a little bit of everything had washed up, human remains included. But that was ages ago. How could the ocean have spit up something new after almost thirty years?

      Darren shook the thoughts away as he reached Harbor Street. The moon had climbed overhead, and though it was nearly eleven and he’d worked a full day, he wasn’t tired. He skirted the public parking lot and took a left, meaning to head up the hill and walk past the inns that overlooked the bay. The path was steep and dark, but it covered almost a mile, which should tire him out enough that he’d be able to sleep.

      The doors of the Anchor and the Mermaid sat open, and he could hear songs and shouts and laughter and conversation. For a second he thought about going inside. Sometimes he did, grabbed a burger and a beer and talked shit about baseball with the bartender. But tonight the place was over-full, and though he liked Quinn and was happy for him, Darren had no interest in joining in with wedding toasts and celebrations.

      “Wait for me!” A woman burst into the night, looking back over her shoulder at someone inside the bar. “I mean it! It’s probably in the limo. Don’t you dare start taking pictures without me!” She laughed as she tiptoed down the front steps, her hair a tangled mess of dark curls, her bridesmaid’s dress slipping off one shoulder.

      Her bare skin glowed in the moonlight.

      Her voice echoed down the empty street.

      And Darren felt as though he’d been gutted.

      She was a rush of purple and perfume, her feet in silver high heels and her lips a dusty pink. Diamonds hung from her ears and at her throat, and something turned over inside him, something heavy and hard that took his breath away. She had a smudge of mascara under her left eye and the splash of something pink at her waist. Her hair had fallen from its intricate updo, and she kept pushing it out of her eyes. She was rumpled and messy, flawed and gorgeous and utterly real.

      Penelope.

      For a moment the name and the memory blurred his vision, and instead of a grown woman running out of a bar, he saw a teenager with long, wild hair running down the beach in Burnt Rock Cove.

      

      “Penelope! Pen! Wait up!” Carter called after the girl, spooked and leggy like a newborn colt, and they all gave chase, trying to catch her before her father could.

      They knew what he could do, what he had done, what he’d do again if he was drunk enough and mad enough. He blamed Penny for killing her mother, and he never let her forget it.

      But she was a silhouette in the distance, faster than any of them, and Darren’s heart hammered as he lost ground and his feet faltered in the sand. In another minute she’d be out of sight. He glanced up. Clouds covered the moon, the air heavy with impending rain. Mama Jo said a storm was brewing, racing up the coast and heading straight for the island.

      

      Darren blinked, and the memory of Penelope was gone. He stood alone on Harbor Street as the stranger gathered her long skirt in both hands and approached him on the sidewalk. For a moment he thought she’d pass without a word, but at the last minute she glanced up. A slow smile started at her lips and moved to her eyes.

      “Well, hi there.”

      “Ah…” He cleared his throat. “Hi.”

      Her chin lifted as she took him in, all six feet five inches of muscled height. Her cheeks darkened, and he waited for the inevitable comment about playing basketball or being a pro wrestler, but she said nothing. One hand went to her necklace, her short pink fingernails grazing her bare skin as she turned over the diamonds in her palm. Now that she was closer, he could see it must have been a cocktail of some sort, spilled down her bridesmaid’s dress. It had left a thin trail of purplish red from her chest to the curve of her ribs.

      “You’re with the wedding?” he finally asked. Christ, he had to say something. His head felt like it might explode.

      “I am.” She smiled, and a rush of desire about took off the top of his skull. “I’ve known Quinn since we were kids.”

      “Lucky Quinn.” He wondered what she’d looked like as a little girl, wondered if there was any indication in grade school that she’d be a knockout years later.

      The blush in her cheeks darkened again, and she caught her lower lip between her teeth. An insane thought came to him: what would she do if he took her in his arms, backed her against the rough brick of the closest building, and kissed her until she sighed beneath him? Traced the dampness on her dress? Wound her loose hair around his hand?

      “I left my phone in the limo,” she said, breaking into his thoughts. “At least, I think I did.” But she didn’t move. For a long moment she simply stood in front of him, gaze locked with his, until his pulse went ragged. “You’re Darren, right?”

      He blinked. “How’d you know that?”

      “They were talking about you a little while ago, Quinn and Antonio. The physical description was pretty on-point.”

      “Don’t believe anything they said.”

      She laughed, and he watched her mouth move, wanting it, wanting her. “Don’t worry, I didn’t.” She took one step closer to him, then another. “Come inside for a drink? After I get my phone, I mean. Everyone’s celebrating. It’ll be fun.”

      Conflicting desires warred. Part of him wanted to disappear into darkness, to wander the familiar streets until fatigue knocked him on his ass.  But against her smile, he was helpless.

      “Sure,” he said. “One drink.”

      “Good. Wait for me, will you? Never know what kind of strangers you’ll meet here in the dark.” She winked, and he found himself chuckling.

      “Right. Never know.”

      She slipped by him as she went to cross the road, touching his arm as she did and leaving a streak of heat in her wake. “I’m Zoe, by the way.”

      Nice to meet you, he would’ve said if he could have managed any words at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Zoe

      

      

      

      One minute Zoe was standing in a crowded bar, looking around and laughing and realizing she didn’t have her phone. The next minute she was standing on the sidewalk trying to remember how to breathe.

      “You’re Darren, right?” She thought Quinn and Polly must’ve been kidding, or at least exaggerating, when they’d described him a short while ago.

      Built like a tree trunk.

      Or maybe a pro football player.

      Quiet.

      Hard to read.

      The man standing in front of her was all of that and more, and as she stood looking up at him, phone forgotten, the world narrowed until all she could feel was a tingling in her palms and a roaring inside her head.

      “How you’d know?” His gaze remained on hers, steady and sure.

      Zoe’s hand moved to her necklace, the way it always did when she was caught off guard or the slightest bit nervous. She’d play with whatever jewelry she could, and if she wasn’t wearing any, her fingers went to her hair.

      “They were talking about you a little while ago, Quinn and Antonio. The physical description was pretty on-point.”

      She glanced behind her at the open doorway and saw Liam and some of the others looking out. The bar, a funny old space with crooked floors and dark-beamed walls, rang with noise and smelled of fried food and fish.

      “Nice wedding?” he asked

      “It was beautiful.” She spread her arms wide. “How could it not be? There can’t be one inch of Drake Isle that doesn’t have a perfect view.” From the cute inn where she was staying, to the pair of lighthouses, the old stone buildings of Misterion College, the rolling hills that dipped down to the water everywhere she looked…honestly, this place was magic.

      “Zoe!” That was Kara, calling from behind her. Zoe turned to see her friend waving. “Did you find it?”

      “Not yet!” she called back. Somehow, her phone didn’t matter so much anymore.

      “Better get to checking for it,” Darren said.

      “Sure, yes, I know.” But she paused as a strange current ran between them, tight and strong. She had the strangest feeling that if she said good night to Darren, she’d never see him again. And she wanted to, even though she shouldn’t. Even though she had no business wondering how the broad chest beneath his shirt might feel, or how his mouth would fit to hers, or what he’d look like above her in bed. She held up a finger in Kara’s direction. “Come inside for a drink?” she said to Darren. “After I get my phone, I mean.”

      For a long few seconds she thought he’d refuse. Then a shadow of a smile crossed his face. “Fine. One drink.”

      She felt like a schoolgirl, giddy at his response, knowing even as she hurried to the limo that he was watching her, his eyes skating over her bare back, and everything inside her went warm with want.

      “I can’t believe you got him to come inside,” Polly said to Zoe a few minutes later. They stood in the front window of the Anchor, flushed and smiling and passing around a plate of cheese fries and a pitcher of beer. Darren stood at the bar talking to some of the guys from the wedding. Zoe hadn’t yet worked up the courage to join him.

      “Why not? He looked thirsty.”

      Polly laughed. “Darren Harlan isn’t exactly Mr. Social, that’s all.” She dug her elbow into Zoe’s side. “You must’ve given him a compelling reason.” She still wore her white wedding dress, a little dirty at the hem and falling from her shoulders, but she glowed from head to toe. Zoe wondered if she would look that happy when she finally walked down the aisle.

      “Why does bar food taste so good this time of night?” she asked. They’d had the most exquisite appetizers and small plate entrees at the wedding reception up on the bluffs, but that seemed hours ago. Now she was famished.

      “Stop changing the subject,” Kara said. “Who is that guy? He’s beyond yummy.”

      “He’s a construction worker. Foreman, I think. He’s working on a housing development on the other side of the island,” Polly answered.

      “Is he from here?” Zoe asked. “Originally?”

      “No. I don’t think he was born on Drake Isle, anyway.” Polly wriggled the sleeves of her dress back into place. “He lived over in Burnt Rock Cove when he was a kid. In a foster home with three or four other boys. The whole place went into the ocean after the mudslides. I think he left after that. A lot of people did.”

      “Kinda ironic that they’re putting up a development there now,” Sarah said. “I mean, it’s a gorgeous part of the island, but still.”

      “It’s got a rough history,” Quinn added. The new groom had made his way across the room, and he slid one strong arm around Polly and kissed her. “You ready to go?”

      Polly nodded, and the two of them waved goodbye as Quinn swept his bride into his arms and carried her out into the night.

      “Those two are perfect for each,” Kara said. “I’m so happy for them.”

      “Me, too.” Zoe reached for the last handful of fries and slid another glance at the bar. She’d asked Darren to come inside for a drink, but she’d gotten waylaid by her friends the minute she was back inside. You need to walk over there. In the next five minutes. Otherwise she was being rude. Right?

      “Are you the next one down the aisle?” Kara asked her.

      Mercedes, the other bridesmaid, looked up with interest from her pink cocktail, her third of the night, since the second had been unceremoniously spilled down the front of Zoe’s dress. “I didn’t even know you had a boyfriend,” she said. “I mean, I’m sorry, that sounds incredibly stupid and rude. I meant, since you weren’t with anyone here I assumed…”

      “No, it’s fine.” Zoe waved away the apology. “Harry works crazy hours. He’s actually in London this weekend. He works for an international tax firm. He’s out of the country more than he’s here. We have a pretty open relationship.”

      “Wow. That’s impressive.”

      Also lonely and frustrating. If Zoe counted up the number of nights she’d spent alone the last two years, she had a terrible feeling it would be more than she could bear. So she didn’t.

      “We’ve known each other since middle school,” she said instead. “Started dating in ninth grade.”

      “And you’ve been together all that time?”

      Zoe nodded. “We went to the same college, so that helped.” Sometimes a small part of her wondered if it would’ve been healthier to date someone else, just to see. Just to know, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that Harry was the one. He’d been open to it, still was, but she always said she didn’t need anyone but him.

      Lately she’d begun to wonder.

      Conversation died, and an awkward silence filled the space. A few guests headed for the door, a few others to the bar to close out their tabs.

      Zoe had no idea where the doubts had come from, only that they’d crept in the last few months, as she and Harry juggled long-distance phone calls across different time zones. They sent funny texts when they could, and once in a while she woke up to flowers on the doorstep sent from a foreign country, but often they went days without talking. She loved her marketing job in the city; he loved traveling around the world and untangling complex tax structures for multimillion dollar companies. They prided themselves on their independence, their well-adjusted relationship that allowed them both to grow as individuals.

      Absence makes the heart grow fonder, Zoe’s mother liked to say, but what about Out of sight, out of mind? Shouldn’t Zoe miss Harry more than she did? Shouldn’t they burn for each other, want to tear each other’s clothes off when they finally ended up in the same bed?

      Harrison Walker the Third and Zoe Elizabeth Fairchild had never burned for each other. They’d agreed to go steady the summer after eighth grade, at a family picnic where their parents told them they were perfect for each other. The picnic turned into senior prom, senior prom turned into college formal, and when college was over it made sense to move in together, since they were both going to graduate school in the same city.

      Zoe looked at the bar, where Darren stood a head taller than anyone else. “I’ll catch up with you later, okay?” she said to Kara. Without another word she walked across the room.

      “Hey, stranger. I think I owe you a drink.”

      He started and looked down. “Hey, yourself.” Deep hazel eyes pierced hers. “Wasn’t sure you were still here.”

      “I am. And I owe you an apology.”

      “For what?”

      “I invited you in here under false pretenses.”

      His brow wrinkled. “You did?”

      A thin, strong line of electricity stretched between them. “I thought we might have a drink together. But I got caught up with my friends. I’m sorry.”

      The hint of a smile played around his mouth. “No apology needed.”

      She pointed at his beer glass, nearly empty. “Can I buy you another?”

      “Are you joining me? Or are you gonna buy me a beer and then run?”

      But she’d never felt like staying in one place more than she did right now. Fleetingly she thought of Harry, but she refused to feel guilty. Having a drink with someone wasn’t crossing any lines. He had drinks with his coworkers all the time; he called her from foreign bars at odd hours of the day and night and she could hear their voices in the background. They were both adults. No explanations needed, they always said.

      Zoe shook her head. She’d have one beer, then go back to the inn with the girls and return to the mainland tomorrow. She’d never see or talk to this guy again.

      “I don’t have anywhere to be.” She laid her glittery pink clutch on the bar, so she wouldn’t lose it again, then climbed upon the bar stool beside him. “Tell me what you’re drinking. I’ll have one too.”
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        Darren

      

      

      

      Saturday morning bloomed brilliant and hot, and Darren headed to the job site before eight. He didn’t always work on weekends, but one of the investors was coming out soon, and he wanted to be ahead of schedule. Past the lighthouse he slowed, a quarter-mile or so before the fishing piers stretched out into the water. He pulled over and parked beside an old abandoned shed. Used to belong to one of the fisheries, but now the roof sagged and it held only rusted pails and broken engine parts. He grabbed a plastic bag from the passenger seat and climbed out.

      A big black-and-white tomcat showed its face almost at once, peeking out from behind a rotted board. It had a broken front tooth and a scarred nose, but it always greeted Darren as the first to be fed. Had to be a fighter, Darren figured, looking the way it did and still ruling the shed as the dominant feline.

      “Hey, Mac.” He squatted and fished out a can from the grocery bag. He popped it open, and at the sound, the tomcat trotted over. It wouldn’t get close enough to be touched, but Darren didn’t mind. He knew how that felt, wanting to trust someone and not having the courage. The cat circled him warily, keeping an eye with a faint, rusty purr.

      Darren dumped the contents of the can onto a cracked saucer he’d taken from the bar, then moved around the corner to another saucer and did the same. He had five feeding spots in all, one on each side of the building and another close to the water.

      “You’re doin’ what?” Aidan asked a while back, when he saw the empty cans in Darren’s truck. “Feedin’ stray cats? Why bother? They’ll keep knocking each other up and multiply. You’ll never keep up and you’ll go broke trying.”

      Darren wondered about that, and thought perhaps he should start buying stock in Purina, but then one morning the island veterinarian stopped by when he was feeding them.

      “Are they fixed?” Misty Markel asked. She wore jeans and heavy boots and her gray hair pulled back into a ponytail. She jabbed a thumb at the battered pickup truck behind her. “I got some traps, can help you catch ‘em if not.”

      “I have no idea. Probably not.” Darren watched as the little orange one he’d named Tiny darted around the corner. “Don’t think they’d take well to cages, though.”

      “It’s only for a few days,” she said. “TNR is the best we can do around here. Trap ‘em, neuter ‘em, then release ‘em back here when they’re healed up.” She smiled, and the lines around her mouth and eyes deepened with compassion. “If you’re feeding ‘em on the regular they’ll have a good life, outdoors or not.”

      The one he called Blackie chanced a quick rub of Darren’s ankles, demanding attention and meowing from a gnarly-looking mouth. He was missing half an ear and most of his tail, and more than once Darren wondered how they’d all ended up here. Drake Isle wasn’t that big; wouldn’t someone miss a pet if it didn’t come home one night? Maybe not. He didn’t think his biological parents had ever missed him.

      “Sure,” he said to the vet. “Whatever I can do to help.” Mama Jo had always left out scraps for the strays when they lived in the Cove. Carl was deathly allergic, which meant no animals inside the house, but she made sure the cats had safe places to sleep and food to fill their bellies. Same as her boys, Darren thought with a pang of nostalgia. That woman treated every living creature exactly the same, with kindness and respect.

      Since then, he and Dr. Misty had managed to catch and fix the five cats who roamed this part of the island, and he took some pride and comfort in that. “Here ya go, glutton,” he said as the mottled one named Flower crept from the shed. A pure black one, Midnight, joined Flower after Darren backed away. They all ate with one eye on him and one eye on the food, hunched over their plates, tensed and ready to run.

      “Won’t hurt ya,” he said as he walked toward the truck with the empty cans. “Never would.” He climbed behind the wheel and reversed carefully, making sure he kept all five cats in sight until his tires were on the pavement.

      Ten minutes later he parked at the top of the development site, the ground rutted and scarred from heavy machinery. Eventually a paved road would be put in here, but the island’s planning board still had its hands on the blueprints. Still, ground was broken for the first six homes, and eight more would be added over the course of the year. Foundations had been poured and some of the homes already framed out.

      Darren climbed from behind the wheel, coffee cup in hand. He’d been on the job over three months now, but sometimes his chest still tightened when he looked out toward the water.

      There.

      And there.

      In his mind’s eye he could see where the old houses had stood, backed against rock cliffs, too close to the water. The local planning board hadn’t cared back then, who built where. The inhabitants of the original Burnt Rock Cove were as poor as the dirt in their backyards. It still amazed him that the new developer wanted to keep the same name as the original community, considering its history.

      Darren strode down the hill. He didn’t need to consider the history of this place. He’d lived it. That was more than enough.

      Better to think about Zoe, her cute smile and sharp-tongued humor and the way she’d stayed at the bar long after most people left last night. She hadn’t done anything more than buy him a beer, but damn. He hadn’t felt electricity like that with anyone in a good long while.

      “Get her outta your head,” he muttered as he approached the first house. Zoe was a mainlander, probably a rich one at that, and she was on Drake Isle for one night, nothing more.

      Someone whistled up near the road, and he turned to see Aidan and Antonio walking down to join him. He waved. “Figured you guys would still be in bed.”

      “Shit, naw.” Antonio slid down mirrored sunglasses. “I’m old. I stopped drinking after we got to the Anchor. I was in bed before one.”

      “Lightweight.”

      Antonio shrugged and grinned his million-dollar smile. He was a perpetual bachelor, a lot like Darren in that respect, though unlike Darren, he had no problem sleeping with any woman he found the least bit interesting. Darren was surprised he hadn’t gone home with one of the wedding guests. Hell, maybe he had.

      “Your brother and Polly get off okay?” Darren asked Aidan.

      “Yep. First ferry of the morning. Good for them. They deserve a nice honeymoon. Still don’t know how my brother landed someone as great as Polly.”

      Darren cracked a grin. “No kidding.” He was glad for Quinn, glad for anyone who found someone to spend forever with. He’d abandoned that hope long ago. No one would want someone as broken as he was. Anyway, he had no intention of settling down, tying himself to one person for the rest of his life. Forever was for other people, for those who had faith and trusted and could let down their guard.

      “How long did ya stay last night?” Aidan asked.

      “At the bar?” Darren felt his cheeks heat up. “I dunno. Watched the end of the Red Sox game.”

      “Wasn’t askin’ what game you watched.” Aidan grinned. “Don’t think you were much focused on the TV, anyway. Not from what I saw.”

      Antonio whistled. “What did I miss?”

      “Zoe,” Aidan said, as if the name alone was enough explanation.

      “Fairchild?”

      Aidan nodded.

      “Hell, she’s outta your league,” Antonio said. “No offense or anything.”

      “None taken. Asshole.” Of course she was out of his league. He’d known that from the minute he saw her. Classic good looks. Obvious brains. Expensive jewelry. And laughter that revived something inside him he thought was long dead.

      “Everyone loved Zoe when we were kids,” Aidan went on.

      Darren wasn’t surprised. Probably, everyone loved Zoe now. That was precisely why he needed to stop thinking about her.

      Antonio knocked the beams of the house where they stood and looked up.  “When are the shingles coming for this one?”

      “Supposed to be Monday morning. I need to go over the electrical plans one more time.” Darren followed the other two inside the skeleton of the house. When finished, it would be almost eight thousand square feet and three stories high, with two acres of rolling lawn and an inground pool. Five bedrooms. Four bathrooms. A kitchen most restaurants would drool over.

      No cookie cutter homes in this development. Each was being designed as a one-of-a-kind vacation home by a top-tier architectural firm in Boston. The one below them covered a sprawling four thousand square feet on one level, with an entire wall of windows overlooking the sea. The one below that would be a sleek, modern tower with a widow’s walk at the top and an intricate system of pools and fountains in the yard. Each would sell for at least three million dollars.

      “Crazy to think what used to be here, huh?” Aidan said, echoing Darren’s thoughts.

      Darren leaned in an open doorway and watched the sun bounce off the water. “More than crazy. This was the shitty side of the island, where all the poor kids lived.”

      “How many homes?” Antonio asked.

      “Thirteen.” Unlucky number from the start, if you thought about it. “All looked the same, too, plain old bilevels with two or three bedrooms. One long dirt road connected them all. We lived halfway down, just below the first hill. Had the best view, at least according to Mama Jo.”

      A horn beeped above them, saving Darren from going any farther down Memory Lane. A moment later two men appeared, silhouetted in the sun.

      Antonio whistled under his breath. “What the hell’s McCabe doing here?”

      “She said Drake Isle police were all stirred up about a new case, an’ the chief was looking into things.”

      Darren rolled his head from side to side and listened to his neck pop. “No idea.”

      “Hey, guys.” Drake Isle’s police chief, Andy McCabe, took his time striding down the sandy path. Beside him walked his deputy, Rick Rivera. They squinted into the sun. “Hell of a development goin’ up here,” Andy said as he got closer.

      Darren didn’t say anything in response as he waited for the chief to start asking questions. They weren’t there for small talk or to take a tour of the new development. Everyone knew that. He cracked his knuckles and wondered what Chief McCabe would ask first. He supposed he’d always known this would happen, that the past would catch up to the present.

      Andy pushed back his hat and stuck his hands in his pockets. He was a decent guy, middle-aged, born and raised on the island. He’d been a schoolkid the summer the mudslides came, same as Darren and his brothers. “Funny to think about what used to be here, huh?” He pointed across the horizon, left to right. “I remember all those homes backed up to the water.” He turned to his deputy, a good ten years younger than Andy. “We had rain for days before the mudslides happened.” He wiped his forehead. “Then one day there was this boom, like nothin’ I’ve ever heard before or since. Whole side of the island went into the water. Homes, garages, cars, all gone in a few minutes.”

      “Shit,” Aidan said. He looked at Darren. “One of those was yours?”

      Darren nodded. His throat tightened.

      “Most kids were in school, and most people were at work, which was a good thing,” Andy went on. But his gaze leveled on Darren. “Not everyone, though.”

      “Nope,” Darren finally spoke. “Not everyone.”

      Andy thought a minute. “Think it was four souls lost. Four bodies recovered, anyway. But there were two or three they never found. Figured they got swept away in the storm.” He cleared his throat. “Which leads me to my visit here today.”

      A breeze swept across the island, stirring up the sand at their feet. The sun beat down on Darren’s back, and sweat pooled in the small of his back. Visit? The chief made it sound like he was out for a pleasant stroll around the island, when every one of them standing there knew it was more than that.

      “Ya might’ve heard we found a skull washed up on the beach last month. It was a tourist who saw it, actually, down there with her kid.” He grimaced. “Not really the kind of thing we like to put on the posters for visiting Drake Isle, but anyway.”

      Antonio readjusted his sunglasses. “I thought it was that professor who came after Tilly Drake. The one who went crazy.”

      But the chief shook his head. “Not the professor. He’s still unaccounted for. We got DNA testing back last week from our lab on the mainland. The skull belongs – or belonged, I guess – to Bruno Gottfried. He went missing after the mudslides.” Andy looked steadily at Darren. “You remember him?”

      Darren shrugged. “Sure. He was an asshole alcoholic who tormented everyone in the neighborhood, including his daughter. Especially his daughter. Ask anyone who lived here and they’ll tell you the same.”

      “A-yep, I remember him ‘bout the same way.” Andy nodded. “Problem is, at the time people thought he was on the mainland, an’ he just took off after that. Turns out he never left the island. Most likely was still here in his house when the mudslides came. Forensics can’t tell us much yet about how he died…” He trailed off and studied the sky for a moment. “But I got a call the other day from a woman who says she thinks he was killed.”
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