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Praise for Ferry to Cooperation Island



“Wash ashore on this island and find a community of characters whose lives are as interwoven, interdependent, and thus as complicated as its long history. Babies are born, beloved friends take their leave, and lovers change partners, as each arrival and departure of the ferry brings new twists. Cronin has built a world that you won’t want to sail away from!”


—Juliette Fay, best-selling author of five novels including The Tumbling Turner Sisters


“Olympic racing sailor Carol Newman Cronin takes us on a voyage of discovery built around the human interaction with an island at the entrance of Narragansett Bay off the coast of Rhode Island. Every sentence draws the reader into the curious lives of each character with a descriptive style that puts you in the middle of the narrative. Carol has a gift for story-telling that makes you just keep turning every page to learn what is going to happen next. A word of caution— once you start reading you won’t stop until the book ends.”


—Gary Jobson, President of the National Sailing Hall of Fame


“Lifetime sailor Carol Newman Cronin combines well-drawn characters, their family legacies, and the history of the island itself in a vivid story about the struggle of preservation versus development, grace against greed. Anyone who visits a New England island should have a copy of this in hand for summer reading. Wherever you look— the ferry landing, the coffee shop, the general store—you’ll recognize the characters.”


—Doug Logan, author of BoatSense


“Ferry to Cooperation Island is an entertaining portrait of island life where a quirky population of year-round inhabitants and their green ferry captain must navigate much more than a passage to the mainland. Readers will root for love between arch-rivals while a distinctive cast of salty, New-Englanders cling to their beloved island’s natural beauty. This novel takes on an age-old balancing act, pitting traditionalists against developers espousing ‘economic progress.’ Written with fast-paced, vernacular wit, Ferry to Cooperation Island is the perfect antidote for a land-locked point-of-view.”


—Jeanne McWilliams Blasberg, author of Eden and The Nine


“With Ferry to Cooperation Island, Carol Newman Cronin creates an entirely believable and entirely engaging community off the coast of Rhode Island, peopled with characters who are at once authentic and intriguing. She draws the reader into a world of small town wrangling for land, wealth, status, friendship, and love, and those conflicts are made all the more captivating by the authentic and recognizable folks who populate the story. Ferry to Cooperation Island is a terrific read, at once funny, poignant, intriguing and captivating. As with her earlier works, Cronin’s understanding of and love for the people, the land, the sea, and the communities of her part of the world shines through.”


—James L. Nelson, author of the Isaac Biddlecomb Series and The Only Life that Mattered


“Cronin, an accomplished sailor as well as successful novelist, has deftly woven another absorbing story that combines the perfect amount of intrigue, adventure and romance into a can’t-put-down novel. At any time of year, Ferry to Cooperation Island is a perfect and highly recommended escape.”


—Roberta Gately, author of Footprints in the Dust, Lipstick in Afghanistan, and The Bracelet


“You can practically smell the salt air, feel the weight of the fog, taste the bitterness of pride and longing. Carol Newman Cronin brings Brenton Island to life in the way that only a fellow boater can, loving the flaws and peculiarities that make every character well worth knowing in a waterfront town.”


—Kim Kavin, award-winning writer and editor for Yachting Magazine


“A fast-tacking mystery with Carol Newman Cronin’s deep knowledge of the tides, tensions, and talent in Rhode Island’s beautiful and complex bays.”


—Kaci Cronkhite, author of Finding PAX
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To Mom and Dad
Who sailed me to many islands, while always
encouraging me to dream up my own.
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Island


by Jimmy Buffett


Island, I see you in the distance


I feel that your existence


Is not unlike my own


Island, they say no man is like you


They say you stand alone


Sometimes I feel that way too


It’s the need for love


Heart and soul accompaniment


Seems to make me different from you


Well I’ve tried to book passage, but you had no ports


And I tried to sail in but your wind and waters


Tore my sails and broke-a-my oars


Island, I see you in the moonlight


Silhouettes of ships in the night


Just make me want that much more


Island, I see you in all my dreams


Maybe someday I’ll have the means


To reach your distant shores


When the need for love


Heart and soul accompaniment


No longer makes me different from you. . .




“I think having land and not ruining it is the most beautiful art that anybody could ever want to own.”


—Andy Warhol





MAY
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James
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JAMES WASN’T ACTUALLY reading the newspaper—he was hiding behind it. Hiding from the crowd surrounding him, on the outside deck of the Brenton Bean. Hiding from the blinding glare of May sun on glassy harbor. Hiding, most of all, from what lay in between: that empty ferry dock.


If only the flimsy paper could block out sound as well. Tucked into the most protected corner of the coffee shop’s open deck, chair backed up against shingled exterior, he was still well within earshot of the stranded commuters who’d washed up at tables along the outside railing. Their worrying pecked at his hangover like a seagull feeding frenzy: without the ferry, how would they ever get ashore to their jobs? They were all so desperate to get off this island. And for the first time in sixteen years, James was too.


He should’ve delivered them to the dock in Newport just over two hours ago. Right now he should be motoring back to Brenton, spray flying and diesels rumbling, already tasting his daily bagel-and-coffee reward. But yesterday he’d been fired. So instead of clutching a wooden wheel, he was crushing limp newsprint.


The rumors were partly true; he had been caught with one tiny bag of marijuana, bought to ease a friend’s pain. But he hadn’t attacked his boss; he’d made a feeble attempt to reclaim the baggie. Reach, grab, hold up his hands as soon as Lloyd started screaming. Nothing that merited calling the cops—the guy just had a screw loose.


So there’d be no ferry this morning, a complete upheaval of Brenton’s usual Wednesday routine. Even non-commuting locals had drifted down here in search of news—and then lingered to enjoy the first warm day of the year, filling every open seat. Which led, of course, to speculating with their neighbors: What really happened between James and his boss yesterday afternoon? Could the ferry even run without Captain James? Did I hear James was dealing drugs? Each time he heard his name, the scar on his left temple throbbed.


Though that could be last night’s beers.


To his left was the door to inside, and just beyond it was the least popular table out here—occupied by a pair of stranded tourists. The wife proposed a bet on the ferry’s exact arrival time, loser to buy the first round of martinis once they made it safely ashore. Birdwatchers, probably. The husband swiveled his head around to ask the regulars, “When’s it supposed to get here again?”


Over at the big table, the animated weather discussion went quiet. Five pairs of eyes dropped down to stare into white china mugs. Only Mayor Frank—who just couldn’t leave anyone’s question unanswered, even when he was wrong—replied: “Eleven-ten.” Adding with less certainty, after a glance at his watch, “Might be a little late today.”


The storm door opened, whacking into the birdwatchers’ table. “Oops, sorry!” Patty said, smiling. “Busy as Fourth of July out here.”


James lifted his newspaper back into guard position, but those light blue Crocs stopped beside him anyway. The waitress carried a steaming glass coffee pot just above that huge apron-covered belly. Twins, maybe?


Mugs were already waving over at the big table, but Patty focused on James. “Still have to eat, ya know.” She topped off his coffee and set her pot down next to his plate. “Or did you finally realize peanut butter just doesn’t go with pumpernickel?”


“Bagel’s hard as a rock.”


“That’s ‘cause it’s yesterday’s—Barb didn’t make her delivery this morning.” Those brown eyes bored into him. “I heard you two had words last night.”


More than words. His fortieth birthday meal, dumped into the bakery’s trash bin. An overreaction, even for Barb.


Patty rubbed a ringless hand against the left side of that baby-bulge. “Billy got ‘stuck’ in Newport last night.” Her fingers made air-quotes. “He was way too happy about—”


“Patty!”


She swiveled toward the big table just long enough to shake her head at Mayor Frank. When she turned back to James, a frown had wrinkled up her forehead and she opened and closed her mouth twice, before finally managing, “No hat today? And those eyebrows! One of these days, a laughing gull’s gonna fly in there, build a nest.” Her own brows had been carefully plucked. “How about a quick trim, once this crowd gets tired of waiting for their ferry? Betcha don’t have any other plans today. . . just sayin’.”


James snapped the newspaper up between them, mixing burnt coffee aroma with his own unwashed sweatshirt and the ebb-tide odor of drying-out seaweed.


Patty picked up her glass pot. “Yesterday’s Journal, too—not that you care.”


Of course. . . today’s newspapers wouldn’t arrive unless the ferry did.


Sighing, James let the paper drop and raised his left hand to pat down the hair standing off his forehead. It just stood right back up again.


The harbor was a windless mirror, from empty dock out to rocky breakwater. Beyond the entrance, eddies of ebb tide swirled out toward Bird Island, the uninhabited rock that kept this harbor so well protected. Out there, on the water, he knew what to do—because boats were so easy to handle: Goose the throttles forward to cruising speed. Adjust for set and drift. Listen for the port engine’s ping, telling him it needed oil again. What he couldn’t navigate was people. . . and all this damned uncertainty.


Starved for fresh news, the chatter around him faded, revealing more normal island sounds; wavelets tumbling pebbles along the tide line. An osprey chirping overhead. The whack of storm door against square metal table. Yesterday, it all would’ve blended together into a comforting symphony. Today, not knowing when he’d leave the island again, each noise clanged like a jail cell door.


“You tell him?” Mayor Frank was mostly hidden behind Patty’s bulk, but his raspy voice still carried.


Patty glanced back at James, shaking her head. “Didn’t dare.” She poured the last of the coffee into the mayor’s waiting mug.


Tell him what?


To avoid any additional grooming tips as Patty carried her empty pot inside, James stared down through the black grate of tabletop until he heard the door click shut behind her. If only the dried paint on his jeans could be read like tea leaves.


When he looked up again, he caught Mayor Frank frowning at him—until those thick glasses swiveled back out to check the harbor.


“Ah! Thar she blows!”


Beyond the breakwater’s jagged top edge, two white bumps motored steadily north. Radar dome and life raft canister, riding proud on top of the ferry’s wheelhouse. Their familiar shapes—and the slate blue superstructure—were surprisingly distinct against the dark backdrop of Bird Island. For Mayor Frank—and everyone else out here, except James—this was the view of a normal morning: his ferry, steaming proudly home.


But today he watched, steaming, from the beach.


The commuter chatter started up again, giddy with relief. First thing tomorrow morning, their ferry would be there to take them ashore. Which meant that today, they could all enjoy an unexpected day off.


“Told you it would be here,” Mayor Frank said, to no one in particular. “Just like Lloyd promised.” Lloyd. James’s boss—ex-boss— must’ve dragged some drunk captain off a Newport barstool last night.


But as soon as the white hull cleared the end of the breakwater, the bow wave diminished. Drunk or sober, the scab of a captain knew enough not to come into a strange harbor above idle.


“It’s slowing down,” the birdwatcher wife said.


“Gotta be at least five minutes away still,” her husband replied, smiling.


Four and a half, James silently corrected, sliding back his sweatshirt cuff to check his watch. Already eight minutes late.


“Guess I’m buying those martinis.” The wife was smiling too. “But I don’t care—we’re getting off this island at last!”


Some damned stranger had started those quirky engines. Pressed his own thumb and forefinger into the two varnished dents on the wheel’s king spoke. Soon he would pivot into the dock and smile at his departing passengers—if there even were any, on a Wednesday morning in May.


From the far end of the big table, Harbormaster Mack caught James’s eye and shrugged, as if apologizing for what he was about to say. Then he drained his mug, clunked it down, and stood up— waking Chester the dog, who’d been asleep under the table.


“Ferry’s here!” Mack announced in his public servant’s voice, as Chester shook himself to standing. “Everything’s back to normal now.”





Courtney
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BRENTON HARBOR’S CHANNEL was wide and obvious, Courtney saw with relief; dark sticks to starboard, white mooring balls to port, deep water right up to that long pier in the far corner. Easy.


Easy was good. Screw up this very first ferry run, and Captain James Malloy would be all over her like rats on a lifeboat.


Studying the island chart early this morning, Courtney— sleep-deprived, with first-run jitters—had imagined a sea monster biting into the northeast corner of a horizontal kidney bean to form this harbor. Which would explain the jagged, unfriendly shoreline; from breakwater to pier, non-stop frickin’ rock. And every house a monochrome gray with white trim.


Was one of those drab places the captain’s cottage? She’d been told it was right near the ferry landing—not that anything could be too far away, on an island only two miles long and a mile wide. Plenty of vertical, though, and at the top of the hill stood the hotel she’d heard about, all shiny glass and witch-hat dormers.


Courtney shivered, mostly from the cold. What was she doing out here on this cold New England island, so far from the friendly sloping lawns and bright-colored houses of her Chesapeake home?


She’d told her new boss she didn’t know squat about the Rhode Island coast, expecting him to ride along on the first run or two. Instead, Mr. Lloyd Wainwright had handed over a slip of paper with the ex-captain’s phone number, “for emergencies only.” Adding, without a pinch of irony, that the guy probably wouldn’t answer her call.


“James Malloy thinks he owns this ferry,” Mr. Wainwright said. “Once you drive up to that dock, consider yourself dropped into enemy territory.” Then—without even asking if she had any questions—he’d skedaddled out the wheelhouse door so fast, he’d banged his bald head on the frame.


So, eyes glued to the chartplotter, Courtney had felt her way out of Newport Harbor, down Narragansett Bay, across four miles of open water, and around the east end of a small island that stood between Brenton Harbor’s breakwater and open Atlantic. If the harbor had been formed by a sea monster’s bite, then Bird Island would be what the monster spat out.


She’d just started to think she was home free when she spotted a string of rocks dribbling out into the channel, the outermost one topped by a cormorant with black wings spread like judge’s robes. No sign of the red nun marking deep water, though. How close to those rocks was too close? Smelling ammonia, she’d first thought it was her own fear. But no, it was the reek of bird shit—of course. Even with the wheelhouse doors firmly closed against morning chill, she could hear all those gulls laughing at her—they knew exactly where the damned buoy was.


Just as two cups of diner coffee backed up in her throat, she’d spotted it at last—faded and half-sunk, safely off the starboard bow— and almost cried with relief. Minutes later, she’d rounded the end of the harbor jetty and pulled the ferry’s scarred throttles back to idle.


This last quarter mile across empty harbor would be a walk in the park, no matter how unfriendly or territorial the natives were. Fingering the shell at her throat, Courtney heard her dad’s baritone inside her head: Run her like you own her. After five years of covering for his failing eyesight, she knew how to handle a boat like this. But that was on the Chesapeake, where if you happened to go the wrong side of a buoy it was just a gentle mud-bump, quick back down, and Bob’s your uncle. The Homer S. Morgan already had plenty of rock-sized dents in her rusty hull. It wouldn’t be hard to punch a hole right—


The starboard wheelhouse door slid open, letting in a blast of cold air. Her new deckhand was a tall drink of water, with a seaweed-limp handshake. Billy, she remembered.


“Want me to take us in?” he offered, jaw smacking away at a piece of pink gum. “Like the back of my own hand, this harbor.” His accent turned the word to “hah-buh.”


Yeah, right. If the kid was so skilled, why would Mr. Wainwright dig up an out-of-work outsider to run his damn ferry?


She shook her head, dislodging the Brenton Ferry Company cap she’d grabbed off a hook on the aft bulkhead—way too big, but still a better first impression than the light brown tangle of her unbrushed hair. “All set, thanks,” she told Billy. “Could you close that door? Losing all the heat.”


“Heat running, in May? Boss Lloyd won’t like that. He’s—”


“Door! Now!” she barked. It slammed shut against the wood frame.


Touching her lucky shell again, Courtney took in a deep breath and blew it out, trying to quiet her racing heart. She could do this— safely pilot six passengers from fancy-pants Newport out to cold gray Brenton Island, with nothing to count on but her own navigational skills.


A string of golf carts had already lined up along the pier. She could also see a ramshackle building with outside tables, all full despite the cold. Thirty-six year-round residents, she’d read somewhere. Did every single one always come down to watch every single ferry docking, or only when the new captain was so scared she might puke?


The pier was long enough for two ferries, but her goal was obvious; the six open pilings at the end. Once she’d brought the starboard side alongside those well-padded posts, gentle as eggshells, she’d be bow to bow with a white powerboat that said “Harbormaster” on the hull. Just a walk in the park, she repeated to herself.


Not sure of the ferry’s handling, she started her turn a little early. The driver in the first golf cart instantly threw his arms up in the air: what the hell are you doing? “Bringing in your stupid ferry,” Courtney muttered. But she slid the throttles back to neutral, suddenly uncertain. Local nutcase?


Or maybe James Malloy—trying to confuse her! Gritting her teeth, Courtney shifted into gear again.


A black dog ran out to the corner piling, barking at her. The wheelhouse door opened.


“Um, we need to go in port-side-to,” Billy said. “Only way the gangway works.” He slid the door closed without waiting for a response.


“Shee-it, Billy! Coulda told me that before I made an ass of myself!” She threw both throttles into reverse, sending prop wash swirling around the pilings, and eyed the new approach. Putting the port side of the ferry against those sturdy pilings required a tight U-turn between moorings to port, rocks ahead, and the harbormaster’s boat. So much for that walk in the park.


Was it really enough open water to spin a fifty-two foot ferry?


Must be, unless Billy was lying.


Once she was as close to the moorings as she dared, Courtney spun the wheel to starboard until it stopped—three full turns—and pressed the throttles forward. Nope, that would take her bow straight into the boat. Back into reverse.


Any pointers? she silently asked the dark-haired harbormaster— tan shirt, khaki pants—who’d jumped down onto his boat. The dog had followed, and now he barked twice at Courtney, front paws up on the rail. Pulling both throttles into neutral again, she slid open the port door in case his owner said anything in a language she—


Both throttles. . . two propellers!


Starboard throttle reverse, port throttle forward. Bow turned tighter this time. Harbormaster guy nodded, but also crossed his arms over his chest. Worried about his boat, or just trying to stay warm? The breeze coming through the open door felt like a blast from her dad’s bait freezer. At least the dog had stopped barking.


When the guy turned away to help his canine assistant up onto the pier, Courtney knew the ferry’s bow would spin through without hitting anything. The rest was routine: slide throttles into neutral until the Homer coasted in close enough to catch a thick line. Watch out the port doorway for Billy to cleat it off and give her a nod. Push port throttle into gear again to pull the steel hull in against those six well-padded pilings. Done.


Through the blood pounding in her ears, she heard a distant cheer. Seventeen minutes late, but she’d made it. Thanks, Dad. Rubbing a finger along the jagged edge of her lucky shell, she watched the dog— nose down, tail wagging—lead his owner back across the pier and up the steps onto that crowded deck. Just like her father’s black dog yesterday afternoon, when she’d glanced in the rear-view mirror as she drove away, and spotted him leading the way up the front steps of their house.


(Only yesterday? Really?)


Billy pulled a sturdy aluminum ramp down onto the side deck and tied it off just aft of the wheelhouse door. Passengers had already queued up, and as soon as the safety rope dropped the first couple pressed forward.


“Thanks for riding with us,” Courtney told them. Tourists, for sure.


The next woman stopped so suddenly the passenger behind bumped right into her. “Where’s James?”


“Been asked to replace him,” Courtney replied.


“Is he ill?” She was clutching a leather tote bag with all ten polished fingers.


“You’ll have to ask ashore.”


“We just left ashore,” Designer Bag Lady answered cryptically, before heading up the steep ramp at last.


A stout blue-hair followed. “Very nice ride, my dear.” She had rum on her breath, and it wasn’t even noon yet. “Did you stay in that awful hotel last night too? Such a relief to be home. . .” Her equally stout but sober husband grabbed her elbow to help her off the ferry.


Courtney could do with a few pulls at the rum bottle herself. Landing wrong-side to, in full view of all her customers!


As soon as the final couple got off—birding binoculars already hanging around their necks—an acne-faced kid pushed away from a rough-shingled shack on the pier and swung himself down the metal railings. “Hi! Patty asked me to grab today’s papers.” He headed aft, reappeared with two twine-tied bales, and followed the passengers up the pier, whistling.


The first golf cart pulled up, dark green with a scattering of gold script right at Courtney’s eye level: “Everything’s Prime at Prime’s Grocery!” Billy dropped an armful of plastic crates onto the cart’s back ledge, and by the time he’d stepped back onto the gangway, the pot-bellied driver—the guy who’d waved at her like she was a total idiot, for coming into the dock the most obvious way—had turned around and headed back up the pier. Not a word had been said.


The next cart stopped inches from the end the gangway. Billy laid a hefty brown bag labeled “All Purpose Enriched Flour” gently on the back seat.


“Careful, Billy!” The woman turned, frowning. “Remember how you busted open the last bag.”


“Wasn’t me, that was—Jesus!”


Billy had to jump out of the way to avoid the backing golf cart, which reversed into a tight turn and then zoomed off. At the top of the landing, it screeched left onto the main road, forcing a smaller cart to slam on its brakes and swerve onto the grass. A wimpy horn tooted.


Billy came back down the gangway, shaking his head. “Miss Barb’s even grumpier than usual today.”


Courtney pointed forward, to the bow deck full of gray cylinders. “What about all those propane tanks?”


“Grocery’ll be back to pick ‘em up.”


“And the gas cans?” Before leaving Newport, she’d walked around the ferry’s entire deck. Three red jerry jugs had been tucked almost out of sight, between the wheelhouse and the passenger area.


Blushing, Billy mumbled, “Those are for the Inn.” What could possibly be embarrassing about delivering gas?


“You always carry more cargo than passengers?”


“Spring stock-up. Just be glad you missed last Friday’s run. Irreverend’s new guinea hens squawked like a bastahd!”


Irreverend? Guinea hens?


“Billy! Where’s my contract?” a skinny blonde called, fingers drumming impatiently against the white plastic capping a nearby piling. “Fedex package? Supposed to be here yesterday. . .” Courtney smiled up at her, but the woman didn’t notice; she was too busy frowning down at her right hand, and then pulling a brown paper napkin out of her pocket. More bird shit, no doubt.


Billy stepped into the wheelhouse and came out with an overflowing mail crate. “Right on top, Miss Lizzie.” She waltzed down the gangway just far enough to grab the large envelope. “Hey, wouldja mind. . .” but the woman had already headed off again, so instead Billy held the crate out to Courtney. “Can you manage this? It’s heavy—needs to get up to the Bean.”


“The Bean?” The plastic handles were cold. She set the crate down on the deck long enough to slide her jacket cuffs over her hands.


Billy had picked up two jugs of milk from somewhere, so he raised one to point at the nearby building.


“Brenton Bean. My girlfriend’s mom owns the place. Best coffee on the island!” He seemed to be smirking, though the words were friendly enough.


“Okay. I’ll, um. . . see you for the afternoon run.”


Deck shoes squeaking, she trod up the ramp, inhaling first the sharp creosote smell of wood pier and then a far more tempting aroma: fresh-brewed coffee. Pausing to glance back at the ferry, all she could see was the top of the wheelhouse; faded blue paint, chipped life raft canister, chalky radar dome. The two-week trial she’d signed on for might be plenty, especially since the air creeping inside her jacket collar felt more like March than mid-May. You’d definitely have to be desperate to sign on for this gig year-round.


And when Mr. Wainwright called out of the blue yesterday afternoon, Courtney had been desperate with a capital D. Thirty-four, living over her parents’ garage, still working as a deckhand six months after earning her license. She’d been too excited to haggle; now she wondered if she should’ve held out for more money.


Two weeks, she reminded herself. And the hardest part—her first solo run—was already behind her.


The coffee shop was only a hundred yards away, just past where wood planks ended and clamshell parking area began, but to get inside she’d have to navigate across that crowded deck. A whole island’s worth of eyes tracked her progress, and the crowd fell silent enough to hear the creak of wooden steps.


“Welcome to Brenton!” a white-haired man called, trying to swivel around enough to smile right at her. Courtney smiled back, vaguely, at that table of six—until she noticed the wild hair and ragged sweatshirt just to the left of the doorway. Out of uniform, face hidden behind a newspaper—the only guy sitting solo had to be Captain James Malloy.


Make friends with the old captain, her dad had said, and your life will be much, much easier.


Four steps across the deck; Courtney readied a smile for when he dropped the paper. There wasn’t room to set the heavy mail crate down on his round table, so she shifted it onto her left hip and slid her right hand out of its jacket sleeve.


“Captain Malloy?” she said, reaching around the paper. “Courtney Farris.” Captain Courtney Farris, she remembered—too late. Her heart was pounding.


James kept all ten fingers and both eyeballs locked on the news. All around her, she could feel the eyes on them—everyone waiting for him to respond.


“Love to pick your brain,” Courtney blundered on, bringing the mail crate back in front of her, like a forward guard. “That nun off Bird Island was a bitch to find, and they make the rocks kinda hard up this way.” She nodded at the other seat. “Got room? I’ll grab a cuppa, be right out.”


She waited. He snapped the newspaper even higher.


“Say hello at least, James!” someone called from the big table.


When one of her passengers held open the door for her, Courtney gave up and carried the mail inside. What an ass! Mr. Wainwright was right—she’d driven her new ride right into enemy territory.





James
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ON ANY OTHER day, James would’ve sat at the Bean until noon and then walked up to the bakery for lunch with Barb. Kale and chorizo soup, maybe, with a slice of bread still warm from the oven. Today, he’d stormed off the outside deck right after that girl captain— replaced by a girl!—had the balls to ask for navigation pointers. On auto-pilot, he’d already climbed to the top of the ferry landing and turned left, stomach growling, before remembering that the bakery and lunch were now off-limits. Damn.


Anna Crosby rushed out of the art gallery across the road, leather shoulder bag slapping against her hip, calling, “James, wait!” So he couldn’t turn around and head back to his mother’s house—his house—without looking like a goddamn idiot. Eyes firmly forward, he strode up the main road, breath shortening, as if focused on an actual destination. As long as he kept moving, Anna wouldn’t catch up—not in those heels.


Just past the captain’s cottage and Prime’s Grocery, the road bent away from the harbor to parallel the island’s eastern shoreline. Shingled cottages clustered together, overlooking Bird Island, protected from winter winds by the big hill. James knew the owner of each and every place—even “the rental,” currently occupied by Patty and Billy, which stood between the mayor’s house and the schoolteacher’s.


Tucked into the road’s next curve to the right was the bakery, an old bait shed that Barb had tacked onto the north side of her house and fitted out with ovens and a kneading table. The blue door was shut tight, and uncut grass tickled the legs of the empty garden table. The left downspout had fallen down again. All Barb’s problem now— she could fix her own goddamn gutters. Mow her own grass, too, after the nasty things she’d screamed at him last night.


Diagonally across the road was Anna’s house, a lone sentinel guarding its bluff-top ocean view, with every blade of grass trimmed to perfection. Anna always headed straight home after coming in on the ferry, so she’d stop following him now. He strode past her house without looking back, following the road as it turned right again and inclined up the steep hill.


Two head-high concrete walls ran like motorcycle escorts up either side of the gray pavement. The left wall hid the lighthouse and keeper’s cottage, where James had grown up. Waves groaned against the bluffs, the soundtrack of childhood. It had all been so simple back then, because everything he needed—boats, meals, an open horizon for dreaming—had been right here on this tiny island.


The open horizon was still available, at least. He’d go down to West Harbor, check on Joe—maybe even score lunch.


He was still panting from the steep climb when the two walls ended. On the left was the lighthouse driveway. On the right side, a squared-off hedge took over—the only pruned privet on the entire island.


“Morning, Captain James!” one of the commuters called out from above the hedge. He’d already changed out of his pinstripes for this forced day off. “I was hoping to see you. What happened—”


James increased his pace—though his lungs were burning.


“James? I heard you were fired, for dealing drugs! That doesn’t sound right. . .”


Two lousy buds of pot. For Joe, to help ease his dying. James had tried to talk through the whole mess with Mack on the ride back to the island yesterday afternoon, but all the harbormaster said was, “Lloyd’ll get over it.” Then he’d asked James how often to change the spark plugs in his four-stroke outboard—as if James knew anything about modern motors.


When they got back to the island, Mack had invited him for a birthday beer in the fish shack on the dock. Somehow that had turned into a six pack each, which made James late for Barb’s birthday supper. . . and gave Mayor Frank time to make the rounds with his over-dramatized version of events, so now James’s reputation was on the rocks locally as well. Dealing drugs, my ass.


The privet faded away to the right, paralleling the side road that would eventually circle back to the Malloy cottage and the quieter side of the harbor. James forged on straight ahead. He hadn’t been up to the very top of the big hill since last fall, partly to avoid the Inn’s makeover—the old building had been gussied up like a Newport mansion! A sign blaring its new name, the Skye View Inn, arched over raked gravel. The long driveway curved around under a portico, ending at the concrete patio that everyone had been grousing about all spring. Poured without any permits—Parker Dane’s latest improvement.


Now that Joe was dying, who would protect West Brenton from that creep?


The only familiar section was the one-story schoolroom, tacked onto the right side of the building like a frumpy Quaker lady on the arm of a green-lapeled city slicker. Windows open to the spring sunshine, the drone and response of teacher and students carried all the way out to the road.


Once past the Inn, James spotted the island’s two big trees, towering over a thin line of scrub forest. Strange to see them from enough distance that the branches of his Norfolk pine and Joe’s sturdy oak interlaced into one canopy; usually he walked to Joe’s along the north side of the island, passing close enough to smell pine sap. They’d been planted forty years ago, either side of the old dividing path that separated the cottages and commerce of the white folks from the wilderness of West Brenton and the Narragansett tribe. Now that path was overgrown—though the two peoples it divided still didn’t mingle much at all.


Their trees would outlive Joe, James realized.


He filled his lungs with salt air and kept moving forward. West Brenton was wide open, a random mix of low-growing native shrubs and stiff tufted grass; the Narragansetts had never thought their half of the island needed “improving.”


He wasn’t ready to put on a brave face for Joe quite yet, so instead of following the foot path down to West Harbor he headed out to the Monument on the island’s southwest tip. Maybe those solid stones and that ocean view would provide some perspective.


As soon as he stepped onto Monument Point, the crash of breaking waves grew more insistent. Steep bluffs fell away on either side; to his right was the calming blue oval of West Harbor, a narrow beach, and smoke rising from Joe’s chimney. Over the even steeper drop-off to his left were white ocean waves breaking against black rocks.


Nobody knew why Joe’s ancestors had chiseled granite blocks and piled them into a square-edged ten-foot tower. It had already stood up to a hundred years of hurricanes and winter gales—as well as all the kids, both native and white, who’d tried to climb it. James leaned against the outside face, where he’d be hidden from any passersby. Not that too many people came down this way, now that the island’s tribe had dwindled to three. He could breathe here, think things through. . .


But before he could find any answers, a woman’s voice interrupted.


“Thought I’d find you here,” Anna Crosby said.


Startled, his eyes swiveled around and dropped to the open neck of her blouse—no longer hidden under the black coat she’d worn on the ferry. And those wedge heels had been replaced by orange flip-flops, so she must’ve stopped in at her house before following him up here. If he’d looked over his shoulder even once he would’ve spotted her, but he’d been too focused on escape. “Class cancelled?” he asked, dragging his eyes back to the neutrality of open ocean.


“Class? Oh—well. . . I just didn’t feel much like painting today.” The careful diction still hinted at her years running a London art gallery. “I came back on the morning boat instead. Which was quite strange. . .”


He swallowed hard, trying not to think about that girl gripping the Homer’s wooden wheel—and then Anna touched the frayed cuff of his sweatshirt.


“I spoke with the new captain,” she began. “She seems nice enough—”


“That damn girl couldn’t even come into the dock right!”


“She’s a woman,” Anna replied, removing her hand.


“Whatever.” James slid both fists into the safety of his sweatshirt pouch. “She’s driving my boat, working with my deckhand. Trained him myself.”


“Billy, trainable?”


He didn’t bother to match her smile.


“Whatever happened between you and Lloyd,” Anna said, “it’s not the new captain’s fault.”


She didn’t have any idea what had happened yesterday afternoon! Probably devoured every tasty tidbit of Mayor Frank’s story, just like everyone else. James tightened his fists, torn between conflicting wants: a return to solitude, or distraction from his own swirling confusion.


“Why aren’t you having lunch with Barb?” she asked next.


James leaned down to pick up a small stone, which he side-armed off the edge of the bluff. “She threw me out last night. Doesn’t want to date a guy who deals drugs.”


“After two years together in that tired double bed, you still call it dating?”


He blushed. How many private details had Barb shared during all those winter tea breaks with Anna? Women.


“She does tend to over-react,” Anna said. “And then she holds a grudge. One of my trips ashore last winter, she asked me to bring back some of that fancy tea she drinks. I forgot. She didn’t speak to me for an entire week.”


James tossed another stone over the edge.


“Probably makes you want to just sail out to sea,” she mused, “not talk to anyone at all. . .”


James turned toward her again—though this time, he managed to keep his eyes focused on her face. “How’d you know that?”


“Because I feel exactly the same way,” she said, boldly holding his gaze.


He looked away, tossed yet another stone. “Brenton’s too small for a city girl like you.”


“I’m not much of a city girl these days,” she replied. “If I moved back to London, I’d probably show up right on time for gallery openings. Around here, ‘fashionably late’ is impolite. And this blouse is at least five years old—quite provincial.”


His lips tugged sideways into a half-smile. Anna’s clothes were far more upscale than the usual island attire—despite today’s flip-flops and unpainted toenails. Of course, retiring so young—she was only six years older than James—meant she could dress however she wanted.


“Besides, I’d miss this view.” She waved her hand out at the gray-green humps of Block Island and Point Judith. The mainland stretched north, completely unconcerned with who was running the Brenton ferry or how outdated Anna’s blouse really was.


James crossed his arms over his chest. Even the waves surging far below seemed to be taunting him: “No job! No girlfriend! No life!” Between him and the sea an osprey circled, looking for food and chirping at its mate. So sure of its place in the—


“Why don’t you join us for dinner tonight?” Anna asked. “I’m making Nathaniel’s favorite—steak, and jacket potatoes.” Her live-in nephew had somehow managed to finish high school without either leaving the island or setting foot inside the schoolroom. “Might even manage a salad, if Prime’s has any decent lettuce.”


Nathaniel was a great kid—but James should say no. The flirty pressure of her fingers told him this invitation was for more than just a meal. But then he remembered the gaping whiteness of his own empty fridge, and stopped looking for a polite way out.


“What time?” he asked instead, looking over at her again, reaching for a smile. “Wouldn’t wanna be fashionably late.”





Courtney
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HER SECOND LANDING on the Brenton pier went smoothly, and as Courtney carried her backpack and small duffle bag up the ramp onto the pier, she decided her first day could be called a success. Now she could finally move into her new digs, which Billy had described as “Just before Prime’s Grocery—can’t miss it!”


The Bean’s outside deck—which seemed to be the island’s welcome center, as well as post office and coffee shop—was empty at this hour. Any night life out here? After such a stressful day, she could really use a beer. Unpacking her running sneakers and connecting her laptop to the island’s wireless sure wouldn’t fill the evening.


At the top of the rise, dirt and gravel ferry landing teed into gray pavement shiny with mica. Across the road, an art gallery (closed) and some sort of tiny museum (also closed) were surrounded by a marsh full of cattails. To her left, a hundred yards away, she spotted Prime’s Grocery—on a prime piece of real estate, looking down over the harbor, its breakwater, and that Bird-shit island. The cottages she’d eyed motoring into the harbor must be farther up the road, beyond the curve to the right.


The only building before Prime’s was a building so narrow, it looked more like her dad’s bait shack than living quarters. Okay then. She’d only slept about four hours since Mr. Wainwright’s surprising call yesterday afternoon—and that was shivering in the back of her car, near the Newport docks, after a ten-hour drive. She’d just be grateful for a real bed tonight.


The screen door stuck, but she managed to wrench it open without pulling it off the hinges. The wood door screeched in just enough to slither through. Didn’t smell like her dad’s bait shack—just mildew and neglect. Must be the first time this place had been opened up in quite some time.


The left wall had no windows. On her right was a kitchen decorated with mouse droppings and dead flies; the bathroom’s decor would be similar, no doubt. She dropped her bags on a sagging couch and glanced out through the filthy sliding glass door; a small deck gave a great view of the pier and ferry.


After checking that the ladder to the loft would take her weight, she climbed up to inspect her new bedroom. It was warmer than the first floor, at least, with a square dormer window overlooking the harbor. The mattress on the floor was bare except for two pillows, and when she smacked them together, she coughed. Did the window open? Yup, a bit of pressure against paint-peeling frame let in a rush of fresh air. Fresh chilly air. She closed it again, not sure what she had for heat.


Downstairs, the slider to the outside deck only opened four inches before jamming on its track, so she wrestled it closed again. Never mind the view, or that tempting Adirondack chair; a quick clean and then food were the top priorities. She hadn’t eaten anything all day, except two stale ginger cookies—all the Bean had been able to provide, with the local baker out sick.


The fridge door had been propped open with a rock-hard sponge. It was empty and clean, so she closed the door and plugged it in. The tap water only ran cold, but a bucket and the dampened sponge removed mouse droppings and dead flies from stove, counters, and sink. All that scrubbing warmed her up enough to remove her jacket for the first time all day. But when she pushed open the screen door to toss the filthy water outside, her blood chilled again at the sight of a figure striding out of Prime’s Grocery: Captain James Malloy.


Shee-it, this island was way too small! Billy had told her that James lived in his family’s house on the opposite side of the harbor, though that seemed like a recent change; something about a fight with his girlfriend. Now he was heading up the hill, with what looked like a bottle of wine under his arm. Peace offering, maybe?


She didn’t want him to think she was spying on him, so she waited until he’d disappeared around the bend in the road before pulling on her jacket again and easing out the door.


A bunch of thorny bushes divided the cottage from Prime’s, so Courtney walked all the way out to the road and then back across the clamshell parking lot. Outside the door stood the green golf cart she’d seen on the dock that morning, and inside it the portly driver leaned on a broom. “Two minutes past seven—we’re closed.” His apron was spotless.


“Mr. Prime?” She stuck out her right hand. “Courtney Farris, the new ferry captain. And your new neighbor.”


“Captain’s cottage? Nobody’s lived there in years. I guess you’ve been cleaning.” His frown made her realize how grubby she was.


“Sorry I’m here after hours. Got anything for supper that doesn’t involve cooking?”


“How ‘bout a seafood pie?” he asked, leading her down a narrow aisle. “I’ve got two sizes, so if your husband’s—”


“No husband,” she clarified. “Just me.” Would he have asked about a spouse if she’d been a guy? Courtney didn’t think so.


“Just as well, in that place.” He disappeared behind the deli case. “You’ll want the single pie then—good thing I held one back. Something told me. . .” He paused to touch the side of his nose, before removing the smallest of the pot pies and placing it into a box.


Courtney was pretty sure she’d never actually said yes to seafood pie. But after hours, she shouldn’t be too picky.


“Anything else?” he asked. “I’ve got—”


“Can I just take a quick look around?”


“Oh sure—I don’t really need to knock off on time.” She took him at his word, too tired and hungry to care if his words were as sarcastic as they sounded.


Three minutes later, she approached the counter with a quart of milk, the smallest box of Cheerios she’d ever seen, and three green bananas. The checkout girl had a toothy smile and a shiny name tag that said Kathy.


“I’m Courtney—the new ferry captain. I didn’t see—”


“So you’re the lady who took Captain James’s job!” the girl’s smile didn’t falter. “Is it, like, hard, running a ferry?”


“Um, not really—”


“Kathy!” Mr. Prime was frowning again. “Just ring her up, please.”


“It’s fine—I live in a small town.” Courtney smiled at the girl. “I’m used to personal questions.”


“Where d’you live?”


“Bellevue, Maryland. Eastern shore of the Chesapeake.”


“Oh, wow, far away!” Kathy’s eyes widened. “Is it an island too?”


“Not even close.” When her parents sold the St. Michaels house and bought a place in Bellevue, they’d been trying to recapture the solitude of her childhood. Instead new cottages had followed them across the peninsula, as if developers had scattered house seeds over all those open fields. Even after ten years, that creeping sprawl still made her spitting mad every time she drove home.


Mr. Prime came over to place her groceries into a paper bag. “My wife and I vacationed in Oxford last October.”


“Right across the river! Did you ride the ferry?”


“Twice. How come you’re not driving that one, instead of our little Homer?”


Courtney sighed. “It’s a long—”


“Eighteen ninety-five,” Kathy said.


“You’ll need this to light that oven.” Mr. Prime tossed a grill lighter into the bag. “On the house.”


With such inflated prices, he could afford to be generous. Courtney pulled out a twenty, and then hesitated.


“Coffee! Can you tell me where—”


“I don’t sell coffee,” Mr. Prime told her, “and Ruby don’t sell groceries.”


“Ruby?”


“She owns the Brenton Bean,” Kathy explained, pointing out the window toward the ferry landing. “Patty’s mom? Open at six am!” Maybe that smile was painted on.


“Ah, okay.” She’d grab what she needed in Newport tomorrow— no way was she gonna wait until six for that first cuppa.


Mr. Prime handed Courtney a card with his home number on it, in case she needed anything else (now that he was “finally going home”), and swept her out the door.


Back inside the cottage, she realized she’d forgotten to pick up anything to drink besides milk. Damn, too late now.


There was no microwave, so she lit the oven with her new lighter and set the pie on the top rack, tempted to leave the door open to take off the chill but knowing that would slow down dinner even more. To distract from her stomach’s growling, she pulled open the drawer next to the fridge, expecting silverware or kitchen utensils. Instead she found pens, tools, a roll of black tape—and toward the back, a stack of photos. The top one featured a younger and skinnier James, standing in front of the Homer, arm in arm with a dark-skinned man in a suit and thick braid.


James must’ve been the last one to live here. He was handsome, in a rugged way. Good thing she didn’t date ferry captains, or she might find herself attracted to her new island enemy.


Courtney set the first snapshot down on the counter, nervous about putting them back in the same order. The second framed an older couple, smiling up from a wooden picnic table. Must be James’s parents—his old man had the same spiky eyebrows.


Then a rubber-banded group of engine room shots: corroded bronze valve. Glass dome with fuel above cloudy water. Two engines under an opening—was that the hatch in the floor of the Homer’s passenger area? Tomorrow, she’d take a more careful look—even if she didn’t understand any of it.


When she tried to return the photos to the drawer, they wouldn’t slide back—because there was one more. Palm trees towered over a bikini blonde, who held up a grouper almost as long as her legs. Blue eyes, intimate smile. James hadn’t held onto this picture to remember the fish. On the back was scrawled, “Charlie 1990.” Weird name for a girl.


But he had gotten off this tiny island, at least once. No excuse, then, for being such an isolationist.


Though Courtney hadn’t exactly rolled out the welcome mat for the unknown captain who’d taken over the Oxford Ferry eight months ago, when her dad was forced to retire. New owners wouldn’t even consider Courtney—no experience, they’d said. When what they’d really meant was no Y chromosome.


That had stung. She’d been working on the ferry since college graduation—ten years ago. Five years ago, she’d pointed to a small sailboat in the middle of the river that Dad was heading right for, because he hadn’t seen it. That’s when she realized his eyes were really going. A few days later, he’d given her this lucky shell, shined up nice and hung on a leather thong, as a thank you. Dad wasn’t long on words or hugs, but that was just fine.


After that she’d gradually taken on more and more responsibility, until she was basically running the ferry on her own except for the paperwork—but the only way to prove that to their new boss was to rat out Dad’s handicap.


She’d sat for her license over the winter; now, working for Mr. Wainwright would prove that someone other than her own father valued her expertise. She’d take that reference back home—not impulsive and rude this time but calm and cool, with three rational reasons for hiring her back. Every night for the past year, she’d drifted off to sleep polishing her sales pitch like a genie’s lamp: As a third-generation captain, she provided a living link to the ferry’s history. Hiring a woman captain would be distinctive. (She hated to play the girl card, but what the hell—it worked.) And last but certainly not least, they wouldn’t have to pay her as much, because she could live rent-free above her parents’ garage.


Yes it was lonely at times, but way better than her sister’s life: chained to the house, sprouting another kid every thirteen months— while dear old husband escaped out onto the bay every morning. Working on the water beat cooking, laundry, diapers—and pretty much everything else on shore.


The oven was warming up the kitchen, but the heat didn’t extend to the couch. She found a wool blanket in a cedar footlocker to wrap around herself, and by the time the timer pinged she was almost asleep. There were no forks, so she stood over the sink and scooped up seafood pie with her fingers, burning the roof of her mouth— hotter in the middle, just like her mom’s crab cakes. But the taste was completely different: bland fish with too many potatoes, instead of rich crabmeat with just enough bread to hold it together.


She washed up the aluminum plate and set up her laptop, trying to ignore her thirst. That Inn at the top of the hill must have a bar—and a website. Yup, there it was; the Skye View Inn, owned and operated by some guy named Parker Dane.


But when she opened the front door, darkness had fallen and the unfamiliar road off to the left was already in shadow. She could barely make out the square of Prime’s Grocery next door. Didn’t they know about streetlights out here? Sighing, she pushed the sticky door closed again.


Two weeks, she reminded herself, dragging her blanket up the ladder; that’s all her contract specified. Thirteen days from now, she’d take her license, and her shiny reference, and head back where she belonged.





Parker
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HE WAS JUST about to open the Inn’s beautiful new French doors onto a sunny spring morning when a woman called his name. Parker turned to see Barb the baker clomping in through the service entrance, and his mouth began to water—but she carried only one tray of scones. The honeymooners in room four would devour that many all by themselves, once they finally came down for breakfast— unless he squirreled away this tray for afternoon tea.
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