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Swift Vengeance

Months after accomplished journalist Brittany is
nearly killed in a motorcycle accident, her body is healing, but
her mind has changed. When she begins experiencing the strange,
violent visions of someone bent on murder, they lead her to Swift
Island, a sleepy LGBTQ+ summer retreat.

Toni has wounds of her own to heal. Heartbroken from
her breakup with a womanizer she believed she could change, she
accepts her aunt Leslie’s invitation to spend time with them on
Swift Island and work in their brewpub, the Second Wave.

Although consumed with their own lives on the island,
when Brittany and Toni meet, their attraction is immediate, but a
killer lurks in the shadows of this cozy enclave, and the only way
to stop one of them from becoming the next victim is to help
Brittany focus on the message of her visions.
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Dedication

For all the women who’ve been told they were too
much, not enough, or to tone it down. Don’t dull yourself for
anyone.


Chapter One

Asphalt crunched in her mouth, leaving small tears
on her gums, coating her teeth with blood. The smell of spilled
gasoline and burnt rubber was sickening, burning the insides of her
nostrils and turning her stomach. She struggled to look down at her
leg to see where the blinding pain was emanating from. The more she
struggled, the more intense the throbbing became. She lay her head
down on the ground, watching the brilliant red, white, and blue
lights bouncing off the dampened street. She couldn’t marry the
simplicity of the lights with the extraordinary anguish she felt in
every part of her body.

Fragments of the last twenty-nine years flashed
through her mind. There was no logical order to the birthday
parties, graduations, first kisses, and heartbreak that rose from
somewhere in her subconscious. When she’d heard of life flashing
before your eyes, she thought it might be with more grandeur. Or
maybe it was because she hadn’t done anything worth
memorializing.

Hands were pulling at her body, and sentences were
being exchanged. She should probably be more interested in what was
said, but she couldn’t focus on anything but the pain. The struggle
to stay conscious had grown too great. She gave in to the
blackness, letting it swallow her whole.

Brittany blinked in the darkened room. She hadn’t
been able to shake the dreams since the accident a year ago. They
came to her night after night, an unwanted visitor there to remind
her how far she’d come and how far she still needed to go. When she
spoke of the nightly occurrences aloud, she lamented their
interference in her life. But that wasn’t entirely true. Another
part of her, a darker part, one that she didn’t want to confront,
found comfort in the nocturnal repetition. It tethered her to her
anxiety, an excuse to remain in the predictable life she’d created
for herself. She knew what to expect every day, and there was
comfort in that. That comfort kept her safe.

She reached for the water she kept beside her bed
and knocked it over before she realized her fingers were trembling.
She didn’t have the chance to push herself out of bed to remedy the
mess before the light to her room turned on.

“Are you okay?” Amy’s voice held trepidation and
concern.

Amy and her girlfriend, Lena, had taken Brittany in
after her release from the hospital eight months ago. Brittany was
grateful for their friendship and their care, but a part of her
hated herself for needing it for so long.

“Yeah, I’m fine.” Brittany walked into the bathroom
and retrieved a towel from the rack. “How did you even hear the
glass hit the carpet?”

Amy leaned against the doorframe. “I didn’t. You
were talking in your sleep.”

Brittany was so tired of seeing that look of pity on
everyone’s face.

“Is Laura back?” She wanted to talk about anything
but her PTSD.

Amy sat on the bed. “Yeah, she got in about an hour
ago. She and Lena are already forty-five minutes into an argument
about her college class load.”

She put her hand on Brittany’s arm, and Brittany
forced herself not to pull away. “Lena’s only hard on her because
she loves her.”

Amy sighed. “Try explaining that to a
nineteen-year-old.”

“You were nineteen once, too.” Brittany forced a
smile, searching for a bit of normalcy with her.

Amy laughed. “I don’t remember that, and you have no
pictures to prove it.”

Brittany dabbed the last bit of water from the
carpet. “Well, Laura is lucky to have both you and Lena. I am, too.
I know I don’t say that often enough. But I’m not sure what I
would’ve done without you guys the last several months.”

Amy kissed the top of her head. “No thanks are
necessary. We’re happy we were able to help.”

“You know what I’m going to miss the most when I
finally move out?” Brittany smiled as Amy’s eyebrows lifted. “Free
food from Lands End. I’ll probably starve.”

Amy laughed as she stood and walked to the door.
“Chloe hasn’t paid for a meal there her entire life. I think you’ve
finagled your way into the same category.”

Brittany pretended to wipe sweat from her forehead.
“Thank God. That alone was worth almost dying.”

Amy smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. Brittany
had taken the joke too far. She’d known it when she said it and
wished she could take it back. The accident hadn’t only affected
her. It had taken a toll on the people she loved as well. None more
so than Amy, who had sat by her bedside every day for months. She’d
come to every appointment and had picked up every prescription, and
she’d driven her to physical therapy and sat with her while she
cried and sweated her way through the first few weeks when the pain
had been more than she could’ve ever imagined. She’d never be able
to repay Amy for all she’d done, and even if she could, Amy would
never accept anything in return.

“We still going to lunch with your aunt on
Friday?”

Brittany fell back onto the bed, intentionally
dramatic. “She’s confirmed twice already.”

“I’ve always liked your aunt.”

Brittany turned off the light next to her bed.
“Well, I’m happy to share the crazy in my family with you.”

Amy chuckled. “Night, hun.”

“Night.”

Brittany practiced her breathing exercises, hoping
to put her mind in a peaceful place before falling asleep. She
pushed past the odd tingling that started behind her eyes and
washed over her body; her body that had been like a stranger to her
for the last several months—feeling, doing, and healing without her
consent or input. This was just another anomaly to add to the
ever-growing list.


Chapter Two

December 26th–Journal Entry 468

 


I had a therapist as a child who would set up toys
for me. She wanted me to act out my thoughts and feelings with the
dolls. I understood, even at five years old, what she was trying to
accomplish. She wanted to see where the darkness hid. She wanted to
find the cause of it all. There had to be a reason, after all.
Normal children didn’t behave like me. That’s what I heard my
father tell her anyway. I wouldn’t say she gave up on me. No, that
wouldn’t be fair. Giving up would imply there was something to fix,
something to save. There was never anything in me to save. I’ve
felt the wickedness simmering under my skin, in my bones, my blood,
my whole life. Even when I try to cobble together my earliest
memories, it was there—the need to inflict pain, to watch people
suffer. I’ve heard people throw out titles like psychopath,
deranged, evil, and dangerous. But I don’t really like any of
those. They seem arbitrary—afterthoughts of things I’ve done and
the ways I’ve behaved. Nouns and adjectives strung together before
or instead of my name to try to make sense of what I am, simply
because the truth is too much for most people to comprehend.

I am free. I’m not tethered to the societal norms
that give most people a false sense of security. My actions have no
real consequences because I place no power in the hands of society.
I’m not tied down by guilt, remorse, or the need to appease. I see
no virtue in curbing my natural instincts for the benefit of
others. Why should I? Society is a construct in our minds, designed
to keep the strong leashed and the weak on pedestals. That line of
thought doesn’t serve me. Why would I waste my time here, bending
to the whims of others when there is so much out there to see and
feel?

The first time I watched the life drain from
someone’s eyes, I knew what true power was. God isn’t the only one
who gets to decide who lives and dies. Everyone on this planet
makes that decision every day. A guy cuts in front of you in line,
and you sheep dull your animal instincts to rip the jugular from
his throat. Why? Because you’ve become lazy and complacent. Not me.
I can see it before it happens. I can picture laying him out on my
table, taking my knife to his chest, and sliding it down his body.
The idea of watching his skin split open, and his blood accumulate
at my feet is the closest I will ever come to religion. We all have
this power. It’s not my fault that so few of us comprehend it. And
it’s not my fault that so many of you find it repulsive. The animal
kingdom is brutal and unforgiving—I’ve simply taken my place within
it.

God creates all things; that’s what your books say.
So in that line of thought, He created me. He put me here to find
you, to hunt you, to make you realize how far astray so many of you
have gone. I’m the world’s greatest predator. You don’t know what I
am when I stand next to you at the bank, when you pass me on the
street, or when you deliver my pizza. You don’t realize that you’ve
survived these encounters because I’ve let you. There is no other
reason. I’ve been gifted with good looks, intelligence, and the
ability to mimic your pathetic emotions. You never see me coming
because you’ve removed yourself from this world. You live a mundane
existence, buried in your phones and binge-watching shows. But I’m
here. I’m waiting for you, for my opportunity, for my perfect
moment. Make no mistake. When it’s presented to me, I always take
it.

I witnessed a hit and run a year ago on the streets
of San Francisco. The motorcyclist that was hit lay on the ground,
her blood pooling around her. I watched her emotions shift from
horror, to pain, to acceptance. She touched the blood with her
fingertips, seemingly mesmerized by the situation. I sometimes
wonder if she lived or died, and whether or not she is aware of the
peacefulness that engulfed her face when she accepted what was
happening. It was beautiful. The moment death taps on a person’s
soul and promises an eternity of unknown. The moment when they’re
forced to question every choice they made that led them to this
point. I wanted to dip my hands in her blood and run them across
her face. I wanted to help her bathe in her reality, her choices.
But that wasn’t my destruction to revel within. You think I’m a
monster—such hypocrisy. You all do wicked things to each other
every day. At least I own who I am.

I’ve found my next toy, the woman who’d wronged my
father and me years ago. He was so deeply affected that he took his
own life. I cannot fathom how someone like him gave life to someone
like me. But revenge is something I can understand, and I will
serve it to her. She will know that her fate is no one’s fault but
her own, and it could have been avoided had she behaved
differently. Once I’d found her, I studied her for quite some time
and have deemed her unworthy to continue in this existence. It is
as simple as that. I make these decisions with the same amount of
decisiveness with which you choose your morning cereal. It will be
because I choose to make it so.

It won’t be long now, friend. Not long at all.


Chapter Three

Leslie ambled into the Second Wave, the local pub
she and Alice owned on Swift Island, New England’s most popular
LGBTQ getaway. They’d purchased the place a year ago and renovated
it into a modern island hangout where everyone from millennial
hipsters to Stonewall veterans could enjoy the welcoming
atmosphere. The Second Wave offered fabulous piped in playlists,
mixing and mingling among eclectic patrons, and three taps of
custom-made, local beer courtesy of Nereids Brewing, a small
women-owned island microbrewery. The owners had convinced Alice and
Leslie early on that they were about to take on the whole East
Coast, and that if they were savvy, they’d take them up on the
offer to partner with them selling craft beers labeled exclusively
for their new establishment.

As Leslie moved toward Alice, she brushed her hand
along the square, high-top tables for a sense of support. Engrossed
in stringing lights around the mirrored backsplash above the liquor
bottle collection, Alice clearly hadn’t heard her light footfalls
as she approached the bar. Leslie smiled. Mother Nature continued
to treat Alice graciously. In her early seventies, she was lithe,
steady, and energetic with remarkably youthful skin. “Clean
living,” Alice said whenever anyone complimented her on a timeless
beauty that belied her true age.

“Hey, lover, be careful up there,” Leslie said.
“There’s only room for one invalid in this marriage.”

Alice turned, still clutching the lights, and
laughed. “You’re lucky you’re so cute. Otherwise that gallows humor
of yours would really get on my nerves. Where’s your cane?”

“I don’t need it.” Leslie picked up the dangling end
of the rainbow lights and held it for Alice.

“You may not need it, but it certainly
doesn’t hurt to use it.”

“It’ll only be in the way while I’m helping you
decorate.” She flashed her angelic smile that her wife never could
resist. “Besides, I thought you loved my gallows humor.”

Alice stopped and glanced down from her small
stepladder. “Okay, I admit that I do. It’s my favorite of all your
stroke side effects.”

“Touché,” Leslie said. “I can’t wait for my niece to
arrive. Toni’s going to love helping out.”

“She’s coming on the first ferry tomorrow morning,
right?”

“Yes,” Leslie said, her heart swelling with joy.
“I’m so glad I was able to convince her to spend the rest of the
season with us. She’s had such a rough time since her breakup.”

Alice nodded as the glimmer of haunting familiarity
flickered in her eyes. “She knows that you and I are no strangers
to matters of the heart. I’m looking forward to all of us spending
time together.”

Leslie glanced around at their pub. It had been a
lot of work running the place, and while it was physically taxing
at times, using her mind and body as Alice’s business partner had
brought a new vitality to her in the four years since her stroke.
Together, they’d reveled in all the best parts of life in New
England running their bar on Swift Island.

“I can’t believe we’re over halfway through our
first season already,” Leslie said.

Alice descended the few steps to the floor and
caressed Leslie’s shoulder. “Hard to believe, isn’t it? Sometimes
I’ll look around when the place is packed and just marvel at the
fact that we actually did it.” She pressed her warm lips against
Leslie’s forehead, something that always made Leslie swoon. “I’ve
never felt closer to you than I have these last three months. It
almost killed us, getting used to the rigors of owning a business,
but it’s been wonderful doing it alongside you.”

Leslie sighed and slowly fell into Alice. Melancholy
momentarily swept over her as Alice wrapped her in a warm hug.

“Are you okay?” Alice asked.

“Yes,” she replied into the softness of Alice’s
light hoodie. “Just a little fit of emotion. You know, the one
where you’re in the middle of enjoying a euphoric moment together,
and then you remember how many years we’d lost.”

Alice pulled her tighter and rubbed her back. “I
know, my love. But what do we always say to each other when that
happens?”

“Better this time that we have than none at all,”
Leslie said robotically.

“We can’t steal back the lost years,” Alice said.
“But we can savor every moment we have now. And we still have many
more to come.”

Leslie pulled back to look Alice in the eyes. “Why
are you so goddamn logical?”

“You know why. I worked in insurance for a hundred
years.”

“It was rhetorical, but yes, it’s clear you worked
in insurance.”

Alice glared at her. “Like I said, you’re lucky
you’re cute.”

“I’m lucky all around.” Leslie gently cupped Alice’s
face and kissed her on the lips. “If this island didn’t get so cold
in the winter, I’d make sure we never had to leave.”

❖

“I have a reservation. One ticket.”

“Identification, please.”

Toni pushed her ID under the glass partition. She
glanced to her left, where a sign read, “ROUGH SEAS TODAY.” Her
throat tightened and she swallowed, hoping to dispel the feeling.
She wasn’t a fan of boats or the water, but a ferry ride was the
quickest way to get to Swift Island, where her aunt, Leslie, and
her wife, Alice, had decided to rehab an old pub. Their decision
surprised the family, but they seemed happy, so who was she to
question it? And when she reached out and said she needed a soft
place to land for a while, they seemed to understand without
question. She bit down on her lip as she watched the attendant hold
up the plastic and check to make sure it was really her. She
smiled, raised her eyebrows, and shrugged. “It’s me. I
promise.”

He eyed her. “Your hair is red in this picture.”

“I know. It grew out.” She pushed her dark locks
over her shoulder. She’d curled it that morning, but the wind was
wreaking havoc on it. She knew she should’ve pulled it back, but
she was trying every second of every day to just be better,
to not be such an emotional wreck. Getting her heart broken had
proven to be quite the blow to her self-esteem.

“Your ID says Antoinette. Your ticket says Toni.
They really should match.”

“Yeah, well, it’s a nickna—”

“Whatever.” He waved his free hand. “Here’s your
ticket.” He pointed at the sign. “Rough seas. Don’t forget the
ginger chew.” He pushed a yellow sucker under the glass.

“Thanks.” Toni snatched up the ticket and the
sucker. “I’m heading to see my aunts.”

“Lady, I don’t need to hear your life story. The
ferry picks you up down there,” the man said with his gruff voice
around a fat cigar held between dry, cracked lips. He motioned
toward the end of the pier before he removed the cigar and coughed,
a puff of smoke billowing around him.

She turned and rolled her eyes. Not at the man.
Well, a little at the man and his piss-poor customer service
skills, but more so at herself. Because, of course, she was
oversharing. She hated the part of herself that always felt the
need to tell everyone everything, especially when she was nervous.
And right that second, every nerve in her body was buzzing with
dread over the hour and a half ferry ride to the island. It had
been years since she visited her aunt, and right now was a perfect
time to getaway. She needed the escape, considering the last year
and a half of her life had been loaded with nothing but drama.

As she pulled her suitcase behind her, she wondered,
fleetingly, if she’d survive the ferry ride. All she could remember
from being on a boat years ago was barely making it over the side
when she threw up.

The ticket-taker ripped her ticket and handed it
back, also alerting her to the rough seas.

“Are rough seas normal for this time of year?” She
heard the worry in her voice, so she knew he could, as well.

The older man nodded. “Unfortunately, yes, dearie.”
He gave her a small smile. “August in the Atlantic is no joke.
Welcome to New England.” His eyes twinkled. “You’ll be fine. I
promise. Captain Taylor is the best captain we have.”

“Great.” She pushed out a breath as she rolled her
suitcase by him and headed onto the deck of the ferry. She found a
space for her large bag near the front of the cabin then quickly
found a seat near the side and middle. She slid across the bench to
the window and pulled her sweater around her shoulders. Aside from
oversharing, being nervous also made her feel as if her body was
turning into an iceberg.

“Good morning, lovely passengers, and welcome to the
Swift Island Ferry. As a reminder, the seas are a bit rough today.
A crew member will be coming by with ginger suckers if you’d like
one.”

Toni closed her eyes and took a couple of deep
breaths, in, out, in, out, before she opened her eyes and
graciously accepted another sucker. Hopefully, she wouldn’t need
them. Hopefully. And if she perished, she was going to blame
Penn Tucker for everything, which wouldn’t be a stretch. It was
Penn’s fault Toni’s heart got broken. It was Penn’s fault she left
Colorado. It was Penn’s fault she said yes to a marriage proposal.
It was Penn’s fault she got in over her head with a woman she knew
she shouldn’t trust.

Oh, who was she trying to kid? She wanted out of
Colorado and that one-horse town more than anything, and Penn
provided the perfect escape plan. That’s what had made the marriage
proposal so appealing that starry night after too much tequila and
exactly the right amount of sex. Penn knew how to be irresistible,
and Toni loved being blinded by the intense light of her attention.
Penn sure had a way of making her feel like a queen.

Until, that is, she didn’t. And when Penn decided
she was done with Toni, she crumpled her up and threw her away,
just like she’d done to all the women before her. And like all the
women before, Toni was left alone to deal with a broken heart,
broken trust, and broken self-worth.

Yeah, she could have gone back to Colorado and
licked her wounds at the Main Street Pub, where Benjamin would have
been more than happy to help, but the idea of being trapped again
made her skin crawl. And it wasn’t just about going back to a guy,
to Benjamin. No, it was the idea of being trapped in a town where
everyone knew everything about her. It was being a cashier at the
general store for the rest of her life. It was about going back to
everything she’d run away from to begin with.

The ferry jerked, and Toni immediately felt her body
tense up. An older woman behind her chuckled as she leaned forward.
“Honey, don’t worry. It won’t be nearly as bad as you’re
assuming.”

“I hope you’re right,” Toni said with a smile. When
she glanced out the window, she tried to focus on the horizon.

As the ferry got farther and farther from land, and
the water got choppier and choppier, the more her body started to
warm up. Her stomach was starting to churn. She knew what that
meant. She pulled her sweater from her shoulders and leaned her
head against the window. The coolness of the glass felt amazing.
She continued to breathe deep.

Her mind flashed back to Penn, to their last fight,
to how horrible Penn had treated her, and the thought made her feel
even worse. She grabbed a sucker from her bag and pulled the
wrapper off, quickly pushing it into her mouth. It was lemon and
ginger, and even though she didn’t understand the reason behind why
ginger settled a stomach, she was never more grateful than she was
that moment.

Just focus on the horizon, Toni. Don’t you dare
throw up. You can do this without ralphing. You can do this.
It’s easy. You can freaking do this.

❖

Brittany doubled over, her vision going black. She
patted the cold, hard tile, trying to anchor herself to the
familiar. Then came the vision of hands in front of her, covered in
red liquid. It wasn’t thick enough to be paint—it was sticky, like
blood. The hands moved under the flowing water of the sink. A
whistling noise came next, a happy tune. The hands were clean now,
and they shook off the last droplets of water before they reached
for a blood-stained knife on top of a stainless-steel counter that
they cleaned with precision and familiarity. When the task was
complete, the knife was placed into a leather roll with several
others.

Brittany was silently screaming for it to stop, but
she was powerless to do anything but watch. She could see and feel
everything that was happening, but she knew it wasn’t happening to
her. It was like she was seeing through someone else’s eyes.
Although, even in her current state, she knew the idea was
ridiculous.

Her vision came back into focus, and she stared at
her hands. She opened and closed them, willing them to give her
answers. She desperately wanted the words to describe what had just
transpired, but there were none. There had been so many changes
since her accident. Some physical and some mental. Was this another
side effect? Was she starting to have hallucinations? It couldn’t
be possible she was having visions now, on top of everything else.
But it had felt so real…

Her ears were buzzing, and heat started to crawl up
her neck and across her face.

“Are you okay, dear?” Aunt Patty kneeled beside her
on the bathroom floor. “Should I get Amy?”

“I…I’m not sure what just happened.” Brittany pushed
herself off the floor and stared at herself in the mirror. “It’s
like I was watching…”

Aunt Patty came up behind her, putting a hand on her
shoulder. “What did you see?”

Brittany leaned down into the sink and splashed
water on her face. “I don’t know how to begin explaining it. You’re
going to think I’m crazy.”

Amy peeked into the small bathroom. “Are we having
lunch in here?”

Brittany stared at Amy in the mirror. “No, I’ll be
out in a second.”

Amy took another step into the bathroom. “If this is
too much, I can take you home.”

Brittany gripped the sink hard. The cold porcelain
against her fingertips made them go white. “It’s not that. I just
need a minute.”

Amy looked like she wanted to stay but nodded to her
aunt and walked out.

Aunt Patty said nothing as she stood next to
Brittany and rubbed her back, her countless gold bracelets clanging
against one another as she soothed her.

Brittany watched her aunt in the mirror. The lines
around her eyes and mouth were proof of years full of laughter and
sunshine. Her short, styled cut didn’t have a single hair out of
place. Her leopard print jacket was probably a holdover from the
80s, but it was one of her aunt’s favorite pieces. Most of the
family thought Patty was an old kook, but Brittany had always been
fond of her. She’d spent countless nights sitting in her aunt’s
backyard while Patty smoked cigarette after cigarette, recalling
her mischievous youth.

“I saw something, and I’m not sure if I’m just
losing my mind,” Brittany said.

Aunt Patty turned Brittany to face her. She put her
hands on her cheeks, and Brittany was momentarily comforted by the
familiar scent of cigarette smoke from her fingers. “Are you ready
to tell me about it?”

Brittany shook her head. “Not yet.”

“Then let’s go have lunch; time with Amy will relax
you,” she said as she opened the door and motioned her to
follow.

The idle chitchat did exactly what her aunt had
hoped. Brittany felt slightly more at ease, but what had transpired
pulled at the edges of her mind. She didn’t understand what had
happened, but it would be impossible to ignore. She stared at Amy
and her aunt and decided there would be no one else she could trust
with what happened.

“I had a weird hallucination.” Brittany blurted it
out before she could change her mind. Both Amy and her aunt stopped
talking and waited for her to continue.

The words poured out as she tried to make sense of
what she’d seen. To their credit, they didn’t look at her like
she’d lost her mind. They sat with rapt attention, waiting for her
to finish.

“It wasn’t a hallucination,” Aunt Patty said when
Brittany had finally stopped talking. “It was a vision, and one I
don’t think you should ignore.”

“A vision?” Brittany pinched the bridge of her nose.
“What does that even mean?”

Aunt Patty reached across the table and put her hand
over Brittany’s. “You have the sight.” She squeezed her hand when
Brittany looked up to protest. “I’ve told you about this before,
and I think you should listen to me now. This gift runs in our
family. Not everyone has it, but it’s there. Perhaps your accident
awakened it in you.”

Brittany rolled her shoulders, needing some of the
accumulating stress to fall away. She had heard her aunt speak
about the sight since she was a child, but she had always
chalked it up to her eccentric personality.

Brittany took a deep breath. “I don’t know what that
means.” She shook her head. “You think I mysteriously woke up with
the ability to see what? The future? The past? What?”

“I don’t know, sweetheart. I don’t know what it
means for you or someone else. I just think you should pay
attention.” Aunt Patty smiled at her.

“What can I do to help?” Amy asked.

Brittany picked up the napkin from her lap and
tossed it onto the plate. “Can you just take me home? I need to lie
down for a bit.”

Aunt Patty pulled her purse off the back of her
chair. “You two go, I’ll take care of lunch.” She held Brittany’s
cheeks when she leaned down to kiss her good-bye. “The visions
always mean something, but you’ll have to figure out what that is.
I’m here if you need anything. I love you.”

“I love you, too.” Brittany kissed her aunt’s cheek
and followed Amy out to the car.

“You okay?” Amy pulled onto Market Street, heading
home.

Brittany snorted. “Sure. I’m having some type of
psychic visions about someone with bloody hands and a big ass
knife, and I’m going home where I live with my ex and her partner.
Just another day.”

Amy squeezed her leg. “Maybe it’s worth
considering.”

Brittany stared at Amy, unsure of what she was
hearing. “Do you honestly believe her?”

Amy shrugged. “I think there’s a lot we don’t know
and don’t understand. I think you suffered a near-death experience,
and no one fully understands what that entails.” Amy took her hand.
“I also think you’re one of the smartest and most logical people I
know, and if there’s any other explanation, you’ll figure it
out.”

Amy was always pulling for her. The last several
months had proven that particular endeavor to be a daunting task.
Amy saw the potential in her when Brittany felt as if there was
none left. She hadn’t always been this way, neither of them had.
There was a time when Amy was the cynic, and Brittany saw all the
potential in the world. Amy had changed after Lena, and Brittany,
after the accident. She needed to get her head together and her
life back on track, to be the person Amy remembered—that she
remembered. She just wasn’t sure how to go about that yet.

She squeezed Amy’s hand. “You’re a good friend,
Ames. Thank you.”

Amy pulled into a parking spot at Lands End, Lena’s
family restaurant. “I just need to run inside for a moment, and
then I’ll take you home.

“No problem.” Brittany got out of the car and walked
to the railing to look out at the ocean. The midafternoon sun
danced across the whitecaps, creating a sea of diamonds.

She breathed in deeply, hoping the crisp salt air
would help clear her thoughts. Instead, cold blackness slid through
her like oil and she felt like she was slipping into the mind of
another. This time, the view was broader. She was on a ferry boat,
pulling into a pier. There were excited passengers everywhere going
about their business. Women were grabbing bags and heading to the
forward portion of the boat. The air was chilly, but the sun was
hot, beating on her neck. She scanned the people waiting on land
for their arrival. No one stood out, but coldness overtook her
body. It felt almost like hatred, which would be misplaced as she
felt no recognition for anyone near her. A surge of violence
flared, and she felt the person hold back an impulse to attack.

Brittany wanted desperately to yell at everyone to
run. She wasn’t sure why, or how to explain it, but it seemed
imperative. But there was nothing she could do. She was stuck,
anchored to herself through whoever this other person was. The need
for sheer violence was alarming. She watched as several women
descended the stairs of the ferry and walked to the pier. Brittany
wanted to force the eyes she was looking through to scan the area.
She needed to see something, anything that could pinpoint the
location. Her intense need to determine her location was
continuously eclipsed by the growing visceral anger the person was
emitting. Her heart rate increased as the person she seemed to be
invading grew eerily calm and focused.

It was disorienting and almost painful—a crushing
need to be wherever this was consumed her. Someone needed
protection. Someone needed a warning. Someone needed to know what
she saw—what she felt.

Brittany heard the loudspeaker of the boat. “Enjoy
your time here at Swift Island.”

She practically fell over backward a moment later.
She looked around frantically, surprised that she was still in the
parking lot of Lands End. She bent over and grabbed her knees,
breathing heavily. The urge to throw up from the sudden change
bombarded her senses, but she managed to hold it together. Her skin
crawled with the lingering remnants of hatred and violence.

She didn’t notice Amy come up beside her. “Are you
okay?” Amy rubbed her back.

Brittany wiped her hands down her face, still trying
to make sense of what was happening. “I think I need to go.”

Amy pulled her shoulders, forcing her to make eye
contact. “Go where?”

“Swift Island,” Brittany said and then turned to
vomit over the rail.


Chapter Four

Leslie rolled her golf cart as close to the dock as
she could without ticking off Gus, Swift Island’s curmudgeonly dock
keeper. She was so excited for the ferry to arrive with her niece,
Toni. She’d said good-bye to her daughter, Rebecca, and her family
a few weeks ago, and she missed them terribly. Spending a couple of
months with Toni would be a perfect way to end the season,
especially since she’d suffered such a painful breakup and sounded
so dejected on the phone. If any two people on earth knew about
punch-in-the-gut heartbreak, it was Leslie and Alice. Once they’d
cracked open a bottle of rosé, she knew Toni would cajole her into
retelling the story of her star-crossed romance with Alice decades
ago, but Leslie didn’t mind. She’d always been a sucker for a happy
ending.

“Mrs. Burton,” Gus said, startling Leslie out of her
reverie. “Haven’t we discussed that you can’t park this golf cart
here?”

“Good morning, Gus.” Leslie shot him a deadly sweet
smile. “Are you having a bad morning?”

His craggy, sunburned face melted into softness.
“Well, no, not particularly. But janitorial services are sure
earning their pay this morning with that choppy water out
there.”

“Hmm, those white caps are something, aren’t they?”
She batted her lashes at him.

He averted his eyes from hers as he cleared his
throat. Despite being in her early seventies, her perky charm and
baby-blanket blue eyes never failed to render men goofy in her
presence.

“Well, uh, the ferry’s docking now,” he said in a
more affable tone, “so just stay put right here until your guests
disembark.”

“Oh, absolutely, Gus. And thank you.”

He shook his head at her as he walked away.

“Toni,” she shouted as she gingerly climbed down
from the cart. “Over here.” She waved her arms in the air like she
was guiding an airplane.

“Aunty Leslie,” Toni shouted back. She dropped her
bags and nearly lifted Leslie off the ground her hug was so
firm.

“You look beautiful as always,” Leslie said. “I hope
you feel even half as good as you look.”

Toni shrugged, then seemed to manufacture a smile.
“I’m much better now that I’m here and can see your gorgeous
face.”

Leslie slid over to the passenger side while Toni
loaded her bags into the back of the cart. “Now don’t forget to
call your mother and tell her you made it here. This morning she
emailed me an article about a ferryboat capsizing.”

Toni chuckled. “I have a better idea. Why don’t you
do it for me?”

“Toni.” Leslie pretended to scold her. “When did you
become such a fresh kid?”

“You know I love my mom, but she likes to talk.
She’ll keep me on the phone for an hour, and I just want to sit
quietly on a still object until my stomach settles down.”

“Oh, dear. That ferry ride can be tough. But I’ll
bet you anything Alice has a drink recipe that’ll help that.”

“One of the many reasons I’m excited to hang out
with you two.”

“Well, you have us for the next three months.”

❖

When they pulled into the pebble-covered driveway,
Leslie smiled at the “Welcome, Toni” sign and the mylar martini
glass balloon whipping with the smaller balloons against the edge
of the front porch. “Looks like the welcoming committee’s home from
work early.”

“This is amazing,” Toni said. “Your house is
amazing.”

“Oh, it’s just a little cape.”

“But it’s adorable. So beachy and quaint. I love
it.” A memory of pillow talk about getting a place by the water
someday floated in, but she quickly banished it.

“Thank you.” Leslie seemed to take enormous pride in
her flower gardens and floral shrubbery. Their place really did
look like the quintessential cliffside beach cottage.

Alice came charging out the front door to meet them
on the stone walk. “Get over here, you,” she said, her arms
outstretched. “It’s so good to see you.”

After the major hugfest, they went inside, got Toni
settled into her room, then stepped out onto the back patio
overlooking the Atlantic.

Toni and Leslie sat on the cushioned wicker love
seat, and Alice relaxed in a chair beside them.

Alice crossed her legs and sipped her iced tea. “I
know we promised not to interrogate you about your breakup, but I
just want to know how you’re really doing?”

Toni sighed. “I’m angry and exhausted and ready to
stop feeling this way.” She gazed out at the ocean and watched the
waves reflect the early afternoon sun. “I couldn’t have picked a
better place to start the journey.”

“I’ll say,” Alice said. “This island is crawling
with lesbians.”

“What’s that expression?” Leslie said. “The best way
to get over someone is to get under someone else?”

“Aunt Leslie.” Toni’s mouth hung open in amused
surprise. “I can’t believe you said that.”

“Don’t look over here.” Alice stood and gave her a
playfully stern glare. “She didn’t get that from me,” she added as
she went inside.

“Is that what you did when Alice wouldn’t go back
with you in the eighties?” Toni said it softly so Alice wouldn’t
hear through the open sliders.

“Hardly,” Leslie said. “I went back to dating men.
Occasionally.”

“Ah, the beauty of bisexuality,” Toni said.

“Not really.” Leslie grew pensive. “My heart
belonged to Alice. It was just less painful to go out with men,
less chance of me comparing them to her.”

Toni squeezed her aunt’s hand. She recognized her
own fragile emotional state in Leslie. Funny how even though she
and Alice eventually got their happily ever after, the memories
were still vivid, the longing still palpable.

Alice returned with a bowl of fresh mixed fruit. She
brushed her hand across Leslie’s shoulder before sitting, and Toni
watched as Leslie instantly melted into her touch. That simple
touch cleared all the dark clouds away.

“I love your love story,” Toni said. “I never get
tired of hearing it.”

“If anything, I hope it gives you hope, Toni,” Alice
said. “After I lost Maureen, I was in a terrible space. It’s bad
enough to lose someone you love, but then to believe you’ll never
experience intimacy and companionship anymore? I’ll admit I’d given
up. Then out of nowhere, I get a Facebook message from your cousin
Rebecca.”

“I was good enough to have had a stroke,” Leslie
offered.

“Yes, you were, honey,” Alice said sweetly, then
turned to Toni. “Sometimes I disagree with her doctor when he said
she didn’t suffer any permanent cognitive damage.”

“Good thing I don’t have my cane beside me,” Leslie
replied, playfully shaking a fist at her.

“You two are something.” Toni dug into a dish of
fruit salad and wanted so hard to believe that she would have that
someday, too. She just hoped she didn’t have to wait until she was
seventy to find it.

❖

It was close to eleven when Toni finally decided
she’d had enough of Alice’s lemon drop martinis. She thought her
tolerance would be much higher than the four she devoured.
Especially since she was used to drinking at a higher altitude than
sea level.

Boy, was she wrong.

She stumbled into the small bedroom, knocking her
knee against the footboard, and stubbing her toe on her discarded
shoes from earlier. “Mother fucker,” she muttered, followed
by a low hiss. She fell back onto the bed, held her toe, and rubbed
it as if her life depended on it. She could feel tears in her eyes
but refused to let them out. She’d shed enough tears in the past
two weeks and she wasn’t about to cry over a stupid stubbed
toe.

No way. No how.

She saved those tears for memories of Penn. She
wanted to kick herself for letting the memory of their discussion
about a beach home into her mind earlier. She needed to stop
thinking about her. There was no way Penn was still thinking about
her, so why the hell did she keep letting the memory of Penn’s
hands, mouth, body, invade her mind?

“Stop.” Her voice sounded so loud in the small area.
She turned to the window next to her bed and pulled the curtain
open. She had a view of the Atlantic and of the moon shining
brightly over the seemingly never-ending body of water. She pulled
a deep breath in and held it for one beat, two, before she slowly
let it out. “You’ve got to move past this, Toni. You’ve got to
heal.”

“Toni?”

Shit. “Aunty, I’m so sorry. I thought you
were asleep.”

“Talking to yourself isn’t a crime you need to
apologize for.” Leslie leaned against the doorframe. Her smile was
illuminated by the moonlight still streaming in through the window.
“We’ll help you get past it. If there’s anything Alice and I know
how to do its work through things.”

Toni didn’t fight the small smile as it worked
itself to the surface. “I believe that.”

“Good. You need something to believe in. And you
need to believe in yourself, as well.”

“You know what else I believe in?”

“What’s that?”

“Pancakes for breakfast.” Toni raised her eyebrows
and tilted her head. “Huh? Right?”

Leslie’s laugh filled the small room. “That can
certainly be arranged.” She pushed off the doorframe. “Get some
sleep,” she said with a wink as she pulled the door closed.

Toni plopped onto the bed and sighed, relaxing into
the big fluffy pillows. She was so much stronger before all of this
and she intended on getting back to that person. She’d known Penn
was trouble the second she laid eyes on her, and she’d walked into
it anyway. Maybe her biggest fault was that she gave people the
benefit of the doubt too often.

Especially dark-haired individuals with gorgeous
eyes. First Benjamin. Then Penn. The time had arrived to focus on
her own soul, spirit, and mind. Unless, of course, she happened to
find some other beauty on Swift Island, since it was, according to
her aunt, crawling with lesbians.

Toni sighed and chuckled. Lesbians. Who would have
ever thought she’d go that route?

As she drifted off to sleep, she imagined herself
free from heartache, free from stress, and finally alive. It was a
really great dream.


Chapter Five

An automobile. A plane. And now a fucking ferry.
Brittany pulled her backpack into her lap as she settled into her
seat on the Swift Island Ferry. It’d only been three days since the
vision, ample time to talk herself out of the mission—yet here she
was. Was this the craziest thing she had ever done? Rushing off to
an island clear across the country she knew absolutely nothing
about in search of the source of visions she also knew nothing
about?

Brittany chuckled as memories of her youth flooded
her mind. Nope, it wasn’t the craziest thing she’d done. But this
in particular wasn’t just crazy. It was impulsive and dangerous,
and what if she got herself into a jam she couldn’t find a way out
of?

That was probably the biggest fear floating around
in her already jumbled thoughts. What if she got hurt? Again? After
finally healing from an accident she honestly wasn’t sure she’d
ever heal from.

There were moments in her life when she let her
impulses take over, and they weren’t always bad. After all, being a
journalist meant taking chances, going after the story when no one
else saw the point. Or going after the big break when everyone else
was clamoring for it. Either way, she knew what it took to be the
best. And lately? Lately, she was far from the best. The accident
broke her not only physically but mentally, emotionally.
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