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Chapter 1 - Tuesday
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Peni reached the top of the lush green hill edging the plateau and took a moment to inhale the crisp, fresh scent of the ocean forty feet below. The warmth of the sun's rays reached for her on the arms of the morning breeze despite the lingering clouds from the previous day's thunderstorm. The rain had temporarily stopped.

It'd been almost three weeks since she'd seen Caption Henry's boat in the inlet. He'd left to visit his kids on the mainland and returned a week ago. Unfortunately, the weather the last five days hadn't been conducive to shuttling tourists around the coast of her wayward island. Henry had yet to make it out for a visit since returning from his vacation, and she eagerly wanted to see him.

Right before the storm let loose last night, she could've sworn she'd heard the distinctive bellow of Henry's boat horn. The prolonged blast sounded once every couple of minutes, giving her an indication of the boat's position in the thick fog that had obscured her view of the dock.

Only Henry would've ventured out this way with a thunderstorm hot on his heels. Yet, she assumed he would've tied up at the dock and taken shelter on the island for the night. Typically, he would make his way up to her place and sleep in her guest room or on her pull-out couch. Henry knew better than to remain out on the water with such low visibility.

Scanning the dock, she felt a wave of disappointment when she saw that Henry's boat was nowhere amongst the others anchored and bobbing on the waves this morning. She turned and worked her way down the hill, choosing a route that allowed her to watch the inlet as she descended. She'd climbed down more than two thirds of the distance when a soft moan reached her ears.

"Hello?"

Looking to both sides and behind her, she couldn't locate the source of the sound as it came to her again.

"Is someone there?"

She took a few tentative steps forward, coming around a bend where the trail widened enough for more than one person to walk.

"Peni."

"Henry!"

She rushed forward, spotting Henry at last, and knelt beside him. His white hair stood out at odd angles all over his head, and his unshaven chin and furrowed brow made him appear much older and frailer than the last time she'd seen him. He leaned back against the hillside, clutching his chest.

"I need my pills," Henry labored to get the words out through his pain.

"Where are they?"

"They were in my shirt pocket."

"Did you drop them?" She scanned the trail below.

"Maybe, on the boat."

"I'll get them! Where are you docked? I didn't see your boat."

"Beyond the rocks where we feed the seals."

"Seriously?!"

"Had to..."

"Okay, Henry. Don't move! I'll be right back."

"No! It's too dangerous," Henry protested weakly.

"Nonsense! Hang on a little longer. Stay calm and slow your breathing if you can."

She stood in a rush and turned, nearly tripping over another body in the middle of the trail. She quickly pressed her fingers to the side of the unconscious stranger's neck. Finding a steady pulse, she put that problem on hold. Henry's condition required immediate attention.

"Hang on, Henry!"

This time, she weaved her way around the second man and raced down the remainder of the trail. Her bare feet hardly felt the change when she left behind the grass and darted across the wet sand and small pebbles that led to a large rock formation guarding the base of the hill she'd so recently descended.

The waves grew higher and the current ran stronger here. Henry didn't typically bring his boat too close for fear of ramming the aged, wooden hull against the iron strength of the boulders. Yet, there it was. The Lost Soul, Henry's boat, bounced on the waves and barely avoided a fatal collision with each new swell that pushed it ever closer to destruction.

"What were you thinking, Henry?!" Peni muttered as she carefully picked her way across the familiar path of rocks and cautiously climbed to the top.

She maneuvered as close to the boat as possible, ignoring the gaping maw of the cave where she'd occasionally taken shelter while waiting on Henry's arrival at the dock. While she logically knew better, she always felt as if danger lurked in the cave, waiting to pounce on her when she least expected it. As such, the shadow she thought she spotted moving inside the cave startled her, but she didn't let it stop her.

She fully understood the risk she was about to take; a leap of faith if ever there was one! She timed her jump as precisely as she could by letting the waves push the boat within reach and moving fast enough that they didn't pull it away before she reached it. Thankfully, her feet landed on the deck and not in the water between the boat and the rocks. She rushed into the cabin, turned left, and opened the bathroom door. From the medicine cabinet, she pulled out an orange prescription bottle with Henry McIntyre's name on it.

"Got it!"

She clenched the spare bottle in her hand and turned to leave. As she did, she caught another shadowy movement out of the corner of her eye. This time, it was inside the cabin with her. Yet, when she aimed her gaze in its direction, she saw nothing. A full scan of the room produced the same results. Therefore, she concluded it must've been a trick of the light. She couldn't waste any more time trying to solve the mystery. Henry needed his heart medicine. A quick race to the back of the boat forced her to consider her next step carefully.

"Now for the hard part."

A cautiously timed leap into the water this time. The waves rolled in and carried her rapidly away from the boat and closer to shore. She swam until her feet found purchase in the shallows. As soon as she cleared the water, she took off at a full sprint.

"I've got it! I retrieved your spare bottle."

Peni panted as she reached Henry's side, dripping and chilled, and then fell to her knees beside him. After fumbling to open the pill bottle, she pressed a white tablet against his lips.

"Put this under your tongue. There you go. You'll be fine. Give it a few minutes. Try to relax."

"Help Ric."

Henry weakly pointed toward the younger man lying on his back on the trail.

"What's wrong with him?"

"He hit his head on the rocks. Nasty cut."

"Alright, sit still while I have a look at him."

She scooted over to assess the man. His skin tone was slightly pale and the lower corner of a bruise adorned his right temple. Dried blood caked his dark hair in the same area. That, at least, was a good sign. The wound had stopped bleeding as the man's wet hair, sand, and blood formed an effective compress over the cut. She didn't observe any additional injuries, and the man's breathing sounded normal and uninhibited.

"I imagine the cut will need to be tended once he comes around. What exactly happened, Henry?"

She glanced over at Henry, noting a slight improvement in his breathing.

"The storm caught me sooner than I expected. I misjudged my direction in the fog and was forced to drop anchor by the rocks."

"Dangerous choice."

"Desperate choice! Ric was helping me climb up the rocks when my foot slipped on the slick surface."

"You were trying to get off the boat by climbing onto the rocks? Are you crazy?! You know better than that, Henry!"

"As I said... The waves pounded as strongly as sledgehammers against the poor Lost Soul, and my electronics misbehaved. I feared she might break apart under the pressure. We had to abandon the boat for the safety of the only portion of the shore we could see. You know as well as I do that I couldn't chance jumping into the water at night, in the middle of a storm, and in the dense fog."

"You thought attempting the rocks was a better option than your lifeboat?"

"Honestly, I didn't even consider the inflatable. Ric didn't let me linger long enough to think it through. He had no trouble making the jump, but he lunged forward to steady my haphazard landing and pulled back to ensure I'd be safe on the flattop. My momentum shoved me into Ric's chest, and his feet went out from under him. He regained his balance, but hit his head hard as he careened into the rocks behind him."

"Did you spend the night on the rocks?" She asked, aghast at the thought of the kind, older man having to endure a night exposed to the weather.

"Not the entire night. Ric was groggy and unsteady, but he stayed on his feet for a few minutes. We sheltered in the cave most of the night. Ric rested briefly, but kept chastising himself each time he woke, which started him pacing a few hours ago, refusing to sit down; said he needed to stay awake."

"He must've been worried about his head injury. I certainly would be!"

"Probably. I could tell he was in pain, but Ric is tough. He fought through it for my sake. Since the storm eased with the rising sun, we slowly navigated our way from the rocks to the base of the hill before he keeled over."

"You should've stayed in the cave where you had shelter from the rain."

"I'm sure you're right, Peni. However, I haven't been able to wake Ric since he lost consciousness, so I tried to lug him up the hill."

"Now I know why you needed your pills. The exertion was too much for you, Henry! Where were you going anyway?"

"To see you. I knew if anyone could help Ric, it'd be you."

"You should've leaned him against the hill and then come to get me. You're lucky I came looking for you this morning!"

She pinched the unconscious man's straight nose closed as she continued to observe him.

"I suppose, but I was focused on helping Ric. After all, he wouldn't be in this condition if it weren't for me. What are you doing to his nose?"

"I thought I'd see if I could rouse him, but it's not working."

"Odd way to wake someone," Henry commented.

"Not traditional, but it sometimes works. Either I'm going to have to go back and get supplies, or we're going to have to devise a way to get him up to my place."

"So, you'll help him?"

"Of course, I will! You knew I would. How are you feeling, Henry?"

"I'm much better now."

"You need to start carrying those pills in your pocket."

"I thought I had them."

"Find a way to ensure you don't lose them. You want to avoid getting caught without them again. They won't do you any good if you can't reach them."

"Don't you lecture me, too!"

"Too? Who else is looking out for your welfare, you old sea dog?" Peni cracked a smile at last.

"Both of my kids. Rachael is as relentless as her mother ever was. She fussed over me for the entire visit. My boy, now, he wasn't as obvious about it, but he watched me like a hawk! He wasn't shy about speaking up when I did anything he thought I shouldn't."

"You can tell me all about your trip and your kids as soon as we get you and your friend here back to my place. Meanwhile, I have an idea of how to make this easier on all three of us."

******
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Forty-five minutes later, Peni emerged from her bedroom in dry clothes and draped the blanket she carried over the body on her couch.

She'd cleaned and treated the two inch gash, using an antibiotic cream made from a local tree sap and crushed bamboo, a trick she'd learned from Chief Ralto in the Keytu village. She forewent the bandage because the cut lay within his hairline. With Henry's help, she'd removed Ric's shirt and shoes, and washed him down with a lavender-soaked washcloth before getting him situated on her couch.

"That will have to do for now. You can properly introduce me to your friend when he wakes," she stated as she more closely studied the man's somewhat familiar features.

"Have you eaten, Henry?"

"Not since lunch yesterday. I'm starving!"

"Why don't you run into the bathroom and get yourself cleaned up while I fix us breakfast?"

"Deal!"

She stared at the dark-haired stranger a few minutes longer before heading into the kitchen to make scrambled eggs and toast. She'd placed a bowl of eggs on the table when she heard a loud thud from down the hall.

"Henry, was that you?"

She stepped into the living room and walked slowly down the short hall. The bathroom door stood closed when she reached it, so she knocked twice.

"Henry? Answer me, please. Henry!"

Peni tried to open the door when he didn't respond, finding it blocked from within. Through the six inch gap, she could see Henry's body in a heap on the floor. The only way to help him was to open the door far enough to squeeze through it. Unfortunately, one hundred and eighty-five pounds of deadweight was more than she could manage.

"Come on, Henry! Don't do this."

She shoved with her feet as she braced her back against the door frame.

"Move!"

Stronger arms than hers yanked Peni aside and pushed against the door. Yet, the newcomer didn't have enough space to get into the bathroom either. His larger frame, though fit, was too big for the opening. However, he widened the gap enough for her lithe body to slip through it.

She dropped to her knees beside Henry and checked his pulse and breathing. Drawing on her experience and ignoring the male voice in the hall demanding information, she positioned Henry on his back and began CPR. After a minute, he began breathing on his own.

"What the...?" Henry asked in confusion.

"You stopped breathing," she informed him.

"Oh."

"You may have had another attack. If so, that makes two in one day. Has your condition worsened since I saw you last?"

"I'm sure the exertion got the best of me. I overdid it earlier and haven't recovered yet."

"Why don't I believe you?" Peni placed her hands on her hips after helping Henry to an upright position.

"Because you worry too much when you shouldn't! I'll be fine."

"How many times have I heard that before, Henry McIntyre?! What would've happened if I hadn't revived you?! You need to see your doctor, and where are your nitro pills? We just talked about this!"

"They were in my pocket and... that's odd. No, wait! I put them on the sink. Where are they? I'm certain I had them this time!"

Henry's gaze searched the room and didn’t see the pill bottle anywhere on the floor or the sink.

"Hey!" The call proceeded three rapid knocks on the closed bathroom door.

"Someone want to tell me what's going on in there?"

"Ric is awake? When?"

"While I was trying to reach you. He helped me get the door open. You scared ten years off my life!"

"Bah! You both worry too much. You hear that, Ric?"

"I hear you, and I completely agree with the lady. You need to be properly assessed. Could you please come out now so I don't have to shout through the door?" Ric asked in a tense voice, clearly concerned.

Henry looked over at her with a lopsided grin and a questioning look in his eyes.

"Oh, alright! But, you're going to take it easy while you're here. I insist!"

"Of course!" Henry winked.

"Now, be a doll and help an old man get his achy bones off this cold floor."

******
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"This is good," Ric offered a smiling compliment as all three sat at the round breakfast table.

"Thank you! So, how do you know Henry?"

"Oh shoot! Where are my manners? Peni, this..."

"You didn't tell her?" Ric interrupted, turning a sharp gaze on Henry.

"I was getting around to it," Henry hedged.

"How could you not tell her?"

"Tell me what?" She asked, getting up to refill her coffee cup.

"Peni, Ric is my son."

She turned and tilted her head as she gave Ric another appraising look: same dark hair, same jade eyes, and same strong jaw. He was several inches taller than Henry, but the resemblance was clear, now that she looked for it. Clearly, this explained why his face stuck her as familiar.

"You're Richard?"

"Yes, ma'am. I prefer Ric."

"I prefer anything other than ma'am. I'm Peni."

"Peni," he repeated.

"I thought I recognized a few of your traits when I first saw you. Now I know why. It's a pleasure to finally meet you, Ric. Your father is constantly telling me how proud he is of you, and what a great guy you are. Although, he neglected to mention you inherited his good looks as well."

"The pleasure is mine. It's nice to put such a lovely face with the name. I feel as though I already know you through all the stories Dad told me about this place."

Ric stood and extended his hand, which she politely shook.

"Henry, why didn't you tell me you were bringing family?"

"Probably for the same reason he didn't tell me about his heart condition," Ric answered on his father's behalf.

"I only learned of it this last trip because he had a mild attack while he was home. Imagine how surprised I was when I learned it wasn't the first time it'd happened! Dad told me it wasn't a big deal, and that had a prescription for acute symptoms. Of all the things not to tell me, this one took the prize! It's one of the reasons I insisted on returning with him."

Her gaze narrowed. She stared long and hard at Henry. She should've suspected as much. She'd wondered why Henry's kids, who claimed to love him, weren't more concerned about him piloting that boat all by himself after his first heart attack over a year ago.

"Stop that!" Henry squirmed uncomfortably.

"You lied to me, Henry! You know I disapprove of lying. I get enough of it from Uncle Aaron. I won't have it from you, too!"

"Technically, I didn't lie. I selectively chose my words, and I would never behave as poorly as your rodent uncle! He's trying to fudge the numbers to force your hand. I would never employ such manipulation!"

"You told me your kids were taking care of you."

"I'm in good hands every time I visit them."

"You intentionally misled me," Peni insisted.

"You aren't alone in that. Dad is good at omitting details when he doesn't want anyone to worry."

"This is exactly why!" Henry pushed his plate of half-eaten eggs aside.

"I don't need two youngsters telling me how to live my life. I'm a grown man for goodness sake!"

"Yet, you're acting like a child!" She countered.

"You can't pretend nothing is wrong with you, Henry, especially when you can live a perfectly normal life with a few minor precautions. However, ignoring it won't make it any better and certainly won't make it go away!"

"She's right, Dad! You're being stubborn about this. I wish you would let me help!"

"You have a family and people who care. You have no reason to put yourself through this alone," she added.

"You're a fine one to talk! Perhaps you should listen to your own advice, little miss independent!"

Peni's eyes momentarily flared wide before she got up and left the table without another word. Henry watched her walk out the back door with a pang of regret. He'd gone too far. He shouldn't have said it, but it'd slipped out before he could censor himself.

"What was that?" Ric asked.

"It's about her bug-eyed, worm of an uncle and the reason she chose to live on this island. I shouldn't have taken the pot shot. Please, forget I mentioned it. I'm somewhat grumpy, but I had no right to take my frustration out on her. Peni doesn't deserve it."

******
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Peni returned twenty minutes later to find Ric sitting alone at her kitchen table. The breakfast dishes were washed and put away, and a fresh pot of coffee brewed.

"Where's your dad?"

"He's sleeping on the couch. Oddly, he volunteered to rest right after you left. Said he'd keep his promise to take it easy while he was here. I'm not sure how you managed it, but Dad values your opinion."

"I'm sure it's merely a cover story to downplay how tired he must be. Henry prefers not to have anyone worry about him," she spoke softly as she refilled her coffee cup for the third time.

Rarely did she indulge, despite the fact that it was decaffeinated, but she needed help easing her tension this morning.

"I've no doubt he's tired, but you got through to him. That's no small feat!"

"Thanks. How are you feeling? That's a nasty bruise and cut on the side of your head."

"I had a headache when I woke, but all the excitement with Dad sort of pushed it aside. Do I have you to thank for tending me?"

"It was nothing."

"Is that so? I'm curious. How did you and Dad manage to get me from the shore to your place while I was out cold? I saw how high the hill was before Dad and I left the boat. I'm not exactly a featherweight."

She involuntarily glanced at Ric again. Not an ounce of fat on him! His build resembled that of an athlete without a weightlifter's bulk. Not a featherweight, for certain, but the perfect amount of toned muscle.

"We used Henry's inflatable lifeboat. Once we got you into it, I pulled you up the trail. Your father..."

"You pulled me?"

Ric impulsively reached over and squeezed her bicep.

"Hey! Cut it out! Yes, I pulled you!"

"You must be stronger than you look."

"What is that supposed to mean? I'm not frail!"

"I only meant that you don't have a bodybuilder's appearance."

"I should hope not!"

"I mean to say you have excellent muscle tone."

Ric received a questioning eyebrow raised in response.

"Fine! You look lovely. Please continue."

"The raft slid along easier than you might think on the wet ground."

"I don't doubt it."

The last thing Ric wanted to do was insult his rescuer a second time.

"That was a clever solution."

"Anyway, your father was in no condition to be tugging on anything. However, he did help me get you cleaned up and onto the couch. Oh! Speaking of that... your shirt was filthy. I haven't had a chance to wash it yet. I have a few of my dad's t-shirts that might fit you. Wait here."

Peni crept past Henry, stopping long enough to cover him with the blanket she'd given Ric, and then made her way to the guest bedroom to retrieve a shirt.

"Thanks," Ric said as he stood and donned the white, short-sleeved t-shirt.

"Thank you for taking care of and feeding us."

"You're welcome! I have aspirin or herbal tea if you want a cup."

She noted the telltale wrinkle in Ric's forehead that, more often than not, indicated a person was in pain or stressed.

"No thanks. I'm good for now."

"Do you mind if I take another look at the cut?"

"Not at all."

Ric sat down and leaned his elbows on his knees.

"I treated it with bamboo-kip, but it'd probably be best if you washed your hair to clean away the rest of the sand and dirt. Still, it doesn't look too bad. You'll live."

"Always good to hear a positive prognosis, though I have no idea what bamboo-kip is."

"I learned about it here on the island. It's highly effective!"

"I'm intrigued and always eager to learn about alternatives to pharmaceuticals. Perhaps you could teach me about it?"

"Sure."

"So, what do you do when you're not looking out for my dad?"

"I try to stay out of trouble. Primarily, I enjoy my greenhouse. It's almost therapeutic. I often take long walks along the shore, listening to the ocean, and hike through the woods to discover whatever hidden treasures the island holds. Oh geez! That had the makings of a cheesy dating profile. Bachelorette number two enjoys the great outdoors." Peni laughed at herself.

"Does that mean you're single?"

"Perpetually! The closest I get to romance is when Ralto's boys make me dance with them at their bonfires."

"Lucky boys! I wouldn't mind seeing you dance." Ric grinned.

"Trust me! It's not a pretty sight."

"Let's find out."

Ric stepped up and wrapped his arm around her waist. Before she could utter a protest, he'd twirled her across the kitchen floor with practiced ease.

"You're good at this," she shared her observation as she easily followed his lead.

"There isn't even any music."

"Music is nice but not always necessary."

Ric spun her around and then pulled her back into step.

"Did Henry teach you to dance?"

"He sent me and my sister to classes when we were in middle school. The knowledge has served me well over the years, but don't tell him that. How about you? You've only stepped on my foot once."

"What? I did not..." Peni stopped abruptly.

"I was joking."

"Oh. Well, thank you for the dance. It was fun."

"You're a good partner. However, I need to ask a favor of you."

"Ask."

"I hate to further impose, but since my dad is already crashed on your couch, would you mind keeping an eye on him for a while?"

"I don't mind. Are you going somewhere?"

"I need to move the boat. We're extremely lucky it survived this long near those rocks."

"Even luckier that you both survived jumping onto them from the boat!"

"True, but I was desperate and lacking options. I don't want to push our luck any further than necessary. Dad wouldn't know what to do with himself if anything happened to that boat."

"I understand. He thoroughly enjoys shuttling the tourists around the island. In fact, that's how I met him."

"That's a story I haven't heard. Care to share it?"

"Maybe another time. Don't worry about Henry. I'll take care of him. Would it be too much trouble for you to bring his duffle bag when you return?"

"I will if you'll tell me why. Doesn't Dad normally sleep on his boat?"

"Yes, but he shouldn't. He needs a couple of days to regain his strength. If I know Henry, he'll find repairs to make or projects to tinker with on the boat. Here, at least, he'll have to get past me in order to exert himself. I won't allow it!"

"In that case, you have a deal. Perhaps between the two of us, we can convince him to take better care of himself. That's part of the reason I'm here."

"What's the rest?" She found herself more than a little curious about Henry's son.

"That's a story for another time as well. Can I bring you anything else? I remember Dad mentioned a delivery for you, maybe legal documents."

"Ah, yes. It could be. I'm expecting them. Henry brings my deliveries from the mainland. At times, I ride along with him when I need to go into the city. Whatever he brought can wait. I don't have anything pressing, and you shouldn't overdo it yourself. Head injuries aren't to be taken lightly, no matter how well you dance."

"I agree, and I'll be careful. Thanks for your concern." Ric's smile beamed.

******
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It took several hours to relocate the boat and then clean up the mess in the cabin resulting from the tumultuous adventure the previous night. Ric's head throbbed again, and it was all he could do to keep his eyes open long enough for a quick shower to remove the grime and sweat of the last two days.

Once more clean and dressed in khaki shorts and a burgundy t-shirt, Ric laid down on the lower bunk to briefly rest his eyes. An image of his father's friend with her long brown hair and bright blue eyes smiled in his mind. That image and thoughts of how different she was than what he'd imagined carried Ric off to sleep.

Later, a clap of thunder echoed loudly through Ric's ears as it rode the wind of the returning storm. He groggily got out of bed and worked his way out on deck. Thick black clouds hung low overhead in the evening sky. The wind had picked up enough that Ric tied off another line for extra stability. He reached the trail at the bottom of the hill as the first few raindrops fell, so he quickened his pace in hopes of outrunning a downpour. Ric stepped inside the front door a moment before the sky opened up in a sudden deluge.

"Dad? Peni? Anyone here?"

"In here, Ric."

Ric dropped two duffle bags by the front door and entered the living room where Henry sat on the couch, reading a newspaper.

"Hey, Dad. How are you feeling?"

"I'm good. You, on the other hand, look like a drowned rat."

"At least I made it before the bottom fell out."

"Don't stand there dripping all over Peni's rug. Go into the bathroom and dry yourself."

"Where is our hostess?" Ric asked as he headed toward the only bathroom in the cozy yet uncluttered house.

"I don't know. I haven't seen her since before lunch."

"That long? She was supposed to be keeping an eye on you."

Ric fluffed his hair with a bath towel as he returned.

"I'm sure she has been. She frets over me almost as much as you and your sister."

"I like her better for it, but that's a long time to be gone."

"I woke in the guest bed before noon. I doubt you had anything to do with that."

"No. I left shortly after breakfast, and you were on the couch."

"I thought so. She has a talent for getting me off her couch and into the more comfortable bed. I don't know how she manages it; maybe she spells me to make me sleepwalk."

"Doubtful!" Ric chuckled.

"I found dinner waiting for me after I showered. I discovered a fresh pot of coffee when I came out here about fifteen minutes ago, so she hasn't been gone all that long," Henry assured him.

"Could she be in her room?"

"It wouldn't be her first choice. She's been in and out all day, but she's probably out back in the greenhouse waiting for a break in the rain."

"Maybe I should go check on her," Ric eagerly offered.

"What's that?" Henry asked.

"What?"

"That smile on your face. I haven't seen it in a while," Henry noted.

"I'm relieved. We survived the storm; you're doing better; and the boat is intact. All good reasons to smile. Since when is smiling a crime?"

"It's not." Henry concealed a knowing grin of his own.

"Good. I'll run out and check on Peni."

"That's not necessary. A little rain won't hurt her. She'll be fine. How badly was my boat damaged?"

"It's in one piece. No leaks. I tied it off at the dock and secured an extra line due to this next storm front. Is this weather typical for this late in the season?"

"August is probably the wettest month along this stretch of islands."

"Yet, you ferry tourists every day? Do you think she would mind if I grab a couple of aspirin?"

"She keeps them in the medicine cabinet in the bathroom."

Henry waited for Ric to retrieve the pills and swallow them down with a few sips of water before continuing.

"I only run tours on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday mornings, and the occasional Saturday excursion. The rest of the week and from August through March, I'm free to do as I please. I run a few tours, and I make extra cash as a courier for the locals during the off season, but I make good money for four months. It's the perfect retirement, as I've told you repeatedly."

"I know you love it, Dad! You and Mom always enjoyed being on the water. I'm fond of it myself, though I never considered it as a potential source of income. I'm not judging you. I'm merely curious. After all, I came with you to see exactly what you do down here. I'll be more at ease having firsthand knowledge that you truly are as happy as you claim to be."

"I am. I'm also not an idiot! I know you left the rat race behind to stop and take stock of your life. You're searching for an answer and wondering if you can find it out here with your father."

"Never could get anything past you, could I?"

"I'm your dad. I can read you like an open book."

"How long have you known?"

"Since the day I arrived on your sister's doorstep three weeks ago. It only took a few phone calls to learn you'd liquidated your shares in the partnership, said farewell to the clinic, sold your condo, and cancelled your apartment lease. Recently, you moved into your sister's guestroom."

His father learning those details only mildly surprised Ric. He hadn't gone to great lengths to keep the change a secret. Then again, he hadn't been ready to talk about it either. Somehow, his father always knew.

"Why didn't you say anything?"

"You've always been one to keep things to yourself until you work through them. I figured you would tell me when you were ready. That's why I let you accompany me."

"Ah! That's why you didn't raise a fuss. I should've known. You knew it was more than my concern for your health."

"Naturally."

"My concern is valid! I am worried about you."

"I know that as well. I appreciate it, but I'm fine. How about you? Are you ready to tell me what happened?"

"I'd rather not get into the whole story right now. Besides, it can wait until we're back on the boat and not sitting in a stranger's living room," Ric declined.

"Peni isn't a stranger. She's a lovely woman and a good friend."

"What's her story? Why does she live out here by herself?"

Before Henry could answer, she limped through the back door, dripping puddles where she stood on the doormat, holding a wicker basket.

"Peni, what happened?!"

Henry tossed the newspaper aside and hurried over to offer assistance.

"I nearly forgot to collect today's eggs. I'm fine."

"Don't fib to me, young lady! You're favoring your left ankle. What did you do?"

Henry pulled over a chair and took charge of the egg basket. Ric helped ease her into the seat and then, after pulling a second chair around for her to prop her foot up on, gave her the towel he'd been using and hurried down the hall to get another.

"It's really coming down out there," she said as she dried her arms and legs and then wrapped the towel around her neck to catch the water from her hair.

"I think we're in for another rough night. Did your son get the boat moved?"

"Yes," Ric replied as he returned and handed her the second towel.

"What did you do to your ankle?"

Ric knelt beside the chair and removed her sandal. His fingers began probing her foot and ankle.

"Ow!"

"Does it hurt to move it this way?"

He turned her foot to the right and then to the left.

"A little."

She again studied Ric, trying to discern more about him by his actions. Henry hadn't told her as much about his son as she'd hinted when they were first introduced.

"I don't think it's broken, but you should keep it elevated and stay off of it for twenty-four hours. Ice it to keep the swelling down."

"Thanks! I'm sure it'll be fine by morning. It's not the first time I've twisted my ankle chasing that Houdini red hen." She grinned.

"Again? And I missed it?"

Henry had seen Peni chase that bird on several occasions and now laughed whole-heartedly.

"Yes, again and stop laughing, Henry! It's not funny. That girl is determined to see how many times she can bring me to my knees. If I didn't know any better, I'd say she does it to entertain the others. They certainly get riled up as if cheering for her."

"It's always entertaining!" Henry concurred.

"What am I missing?"

Ric smiled politely as he fashioned an ice pack using the hand towel that'd been hanging from the oven handle. He gently laid it across her ankle and stepped over to lean against the chair in which her foot rested.

She whispered her thanks as Henry began his next tale.

"Peni has seven hens. The biggest one, Red Ruby, has to be half as tall as her."

"How big, Henry?"

Only a fisherman would exaggerate to that extent.

"She's huge! Moreover, she's clever. Ruby devises new ways to torment Peni each time she goes out to collect the eggs. One day, it might be ducking outside the gate and closing it, trapping her inside the coop by refusing to move aside. Ruby knows Peni won't hurt her. Another day, it could be rushing out of the coop and making a break for the trees, turning back in time to dash between her feet, causing her to fall in a less than graceful manner, often into a muddy puddle. Whatever the plot, it's always a good show," Henry explained with a lingering chuckle.

"Bested by a hen? Say it isn't so?" Ric joked.

"I'm afraid it's true, though perhaps not as exciting as your dad makes it sound. If you'll excuse me, I'm going to change out of these wet clothes."

Peni carefully tested her weight on her foot with Ric to help steady her.

"You should stay off of it for at least a day. Give it time to heal."

"I'll prop it up after I change. Will that make you happy?"

"No, but if it's the best offer on the table, it'll have to do. Do you need a hand? You can lean on me."

"Thanks, but I'll manage."

She hopped through the living room and disappeared into her bedroom, opposite the guest room in the hall.
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Crack!

Peni bolted up from her bed at the ear-splitting explosion and concurrent vibrations in the air. Completely ignoring the pain in her ankle, she rushed into the living room and over to the front window. As she'd suspected, lightning struck one of the tall trees edging the forest and cut it in half, hurling the top portion across the field. It now lay smoldering in her front yard less than fifteen feet from the house.

She yanked her raincoat out of the closet and opened the front door.

"Whoa! You can't go out there!" Ric caught hold of her upper arm and stopped her.

"I have to! The tree could explode!"

"What? That's absurd! Trees don't explode!"

"These can! They're highly susceptible to steam explosion."

"What's that?"

"Lightning superheats the sap, evaporating it. The steam builds up inside the trunk until it explodes. Boom! This close to the house, the shards could shatter a window or impale a wall. I have to cool it down."

"Won't the rain do that?"

"Yes, but not necessarily fast enough!"

She unsuccessfully tried again to dislodge his hand and step outside.

"Wait! It's pouring! You can't possibly put more water on that tree than it's already getting. Besides, what if it explodes while you're standing beside it? It's too risky! I can't let you do that!"

He tugged her back a step and held her arm firmly while he shut the front door.

"What do you think you're doing?! Let go of me! If I want to go out and pour water on that tree, I will! You have no right to stop me!"

She hated the validity of his words. She'd been compelled to risk it because the thought of any damage to the house her dad helped build unsettled her. Yet, she understood it wasn't necessary. She wasn't even sure why she chose to argue the matter other than the way Ric's presence unbalanced her.

"Ric? Peni? What's going on out here?" Henry appeared in the living room.

She gave Ric one final look that warned him not to challenge her again.

"A tree got hit by lightning. I checked to see if I needed to do anything about it since it's so close to the house," she explained.

"She determined the chance of an explosion was minimal compared to how hard it's raining. She isn't going to put herself at risk by going outside," Ric added with a smirk.

He stood blocking the door with his arms folded across his chest.

"You know better, Peni! What were you thinking?!"

"Right now, I'm thinking about the reason I chose to live alone. If you'll excuse me, I'm going back to bed."

She hung up her raincoat and once more vanished behind her bedroom door. Henry shook his head and laughed quietly.

"What?" Ric wanted to know what his dad found humorous.

"Nothing. Go back to sleep. I'll see you in the morning."

Ric spent the rest of the night on the couch unable to sleep for more than thirty minutes at a time. He couldn't help but recall the pleasant sight of Peni in her oversized t-shirt. However, not even that vision could stop him from wondering whether that tree might still explode.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2 - Wednesday


[image: ]


Henry sat at the kitchen table and watched as Ric stood from his place on the couch and stretched.

"Morning, Son. Sleep well?"

"No! I couldn't get images of exploding trees out of my mind."

"Only trees?"

"Just trees. Why?" Ric wasn't awake enough to figure out his dad's mischief.

"No reason."

"Is there more coffee?"

"Help yourself. How's your head?"

Henry sipped his coffee as he got up and glanced out the back door, through the screened porch, and toward the back yard.

"My head is only tender to the touch. It looked worse than it was, but it's definitely better today."

"You can attribute that to the bamboo-kip Peni used to treat you."

"That must've been the gray slime I washed out of my hair."

"She knows a lot about natural remedies."

"She mentioned it yesterday, but my injury truly wasn't that severe."

"If your wound wasn't that bad, then why were you unconscious for so long?"

"Pre-existing exhaustion. I haven't had a good night's sleep in a long time. Forget about my injury. I’m more concerned about you, Dad. Hold out your hand."

Ric set his freshly filled coffee mug on the table and pressed two fingers against the underside of his father's wrist. He stood silently for half a minute and then nodded.

"Steady and strong - that's good! However, I don't think you should be drinking coffee."

"It's decaf. Peni wouldn't let me have it fully loaded; won't even buy it that way. She's a real stickler about that!"

Again, Henry's gaze wandered toward the back door.

"She's fond of you. Why is that?" Ric wondered.

"I knew her father."

"That's all?"

"Pretty much."

"Is she sleeping?"

"Nah. She's out back trying to repair a damaged section of roof on the chicken house."

"She isn't supposed to be up on her ankle! She'll make it worse. I thought I made that clear."

"If you think you can change her mind, go tell her!" Henry chuckled.

"Is it raining?"

"It's eased up considerably since last night, but it's been raining or drizzling all morning."

"She'll get sick from being out there wet and cold."

"After I failed to convince her of that very same thing, I offered to lend a hand. I don't approve of her climbing a wet ladder by herself. However, she shot me down; said I'm not to lift a finger, not even to refill my coffee cup."

"Hmm... she sounds smart enough to keep you in line, which is no easy feat. I'd hope she knows better than to act so careless regarding her own health."

"She's smart, and she definitely knows better! Yet, she's stubborn enough to do as she pleases anyway."

"That should sound familiar to you then, Dad. Are you hungry?"

"Yes."

"Has Peni eaten?"

Ric opened the refrigerator and rummaged through its contents as if he were in his own home.

"Not to my knowledge. You gonna cook?"

"Yes, and then I'm going out there to talk some sense into that woman and bring her back inside to eat."

Ric smiled to himself at the idea. He could already imagine how the conversation might go and, for reasons he couldn't express, he found himself looking forward to it.

"Oh, that should be entertaining! Can I tag along?" Henry again laughed.

"No, Dad. Stay put. We've already had this conversation. You're going to take it easy!"

Ric spent fifteen minutes chopping vegetables and cooking omelets. After putting several on a plate in the center of the table and ensuring his father began to eat, he pulled on his shoes and stepped out onto the sizeable screened back porch.

Three pieces of white wicker furniture to his right invited him to relax with a good book. A grill with its own utensil and charcoal station occupied the left half of the porch. He could envision Peni spending a day with friends on the porch, grilling burgers and listening to stories as they talked or played cards.

Yet, his mission lay beyond the outer screen door, down a path of circular stepping stones, past the greenhouse, and further to the left side of the yard. The tap - tap - tap of hammering reached his ears as he walked toward his destination. He looked up to see her, dressed in blue jean shorts and a V-neck, green t-shirt, straddling the apex of the roof as she nailed a shingle into place. She moved to another shingle by the time he drew near enough to be heard without shouting.

"Good morning," Ric called up to her when he reached the front of the coop.

"Hi," Peni replied with a smile and proceeded to nail another shingle into the final gap on the roof.

"May I ask what you're doing up there?"

"Fixing a leak. When I came out to check on them this morning, the rain had ousted two of the hens from their drenched nests. I had a mess to clean up! Near as I can tell, the storm dislodged a few shingles, exposing a seam to the rain."

"I can see that. Let me rephrase the question. Why are you up there?" Ric stood with his hands crossed over his chest.

"I just told you why."

She shot him a puzzled look, dropped her hammer through the loop on her nail apron, shimmied her leg over the peak, and scooted toward the ladder she'd propped against the side of the building.

"I told you last night that you shouldn't be on your ankle for at least a day."

"I told you I'd be fine. I appreciate your concern, but it isn't necessary."

As she placed her right foot on a ladder rung, the base slid in the mud, causing it to tilt precariously. Her left foot skimmed down two rungs while her shoestring snagged on the metal hinge one step higher. As the ladder continued to slide, her weight shifted, causing her ankle to twist in the opposite direction.

Thankfully, Ric stood only a few feet away. He rushed over and caught hold of the ladder, steadying it until she untangled her shoestring and reached the safety of the ground.

"You were saying?" Ric smirked in an I told you so fashion.

"Thank you, but it doesn't change the fact that I can take care of myself!"

"So, you would've been fine if I hadn't been here? You wouldn't have fallen with the ladder and broken your ankle?" Ric raised an eyebrow in question.

"I can't say what would've happened. I can tell you that I would've managed."

She took a step forward and the resultant pain immediately made her realize her mistake.

"Yeah, I thought so!"

Ric shook his head in a mannerism similar to Henry and then snatched a protesting Peni across his arms as he turned toward the house.

"Put me down!"

"Why? Do I make you nervous?" He grinned and tightened his grip.

"Only nervous that you'll drop me!"

"Not in a million years!" Ric laughed.

"Especially not with you clinging so tightly to my neck. Ease up, please."

"I'd rather not chance the fall. Please, put me down."

She loosened the hold she hadn't realized she had on him.

"I'll place you in a chair as soon as we're inside."

"I asked nicely. Please don't force me to be rude."

"I'm not sure if you're capable of rudeness. You have an adorable pout, by the way."

Ric couldn't explain why she amused him so much or why he enjoyed teasing her.

"I am not pouting! I'm perfectly capable of walking!"

"No you're not! Stop squirming. It makes you ten times heavier."

"I'm not... I don't... ooh! Put me down!"

She shifted her weight in an attempt to pull her legs free. As she did, Ric's foot slipped a few inches in the mud, throwing him off balance. Her legs flew free of his grip. He desperately tried to hang on, but it was too late! She landed unceremoniously on her butt in a mud puddle, much to the amusement of the large, red hen clucking at her from inside the chicken coop.

"I'm sorry, but you can't say I didn't warn you."

Ric tried hard not to laugh and failed miserably.

"I can say I knew you'd drop me. Go away and leave me alone!"

Peni refused to look up at him. Her cheeks burned with embarrassment.

"Come on. Give me your hand. I'll help you up."

Ric waited, but she made no move to take hold of his extended hand.

"I'm seriously tempted to leave you there, but I'm not going to be rude after you allowed Dad and me to stay with you last night. Therefore, I'll give you a choice. You can either let me help you up and lean on me until we reach the house, or you can continue to pout while I toss you over my shoulder and carry you the rest of the way. What's it going to be?"

It baffled her that he could get under her skin so easily and that she found herself unwilling to put forth more resistance to his charming chivalry. She looked up and rolled her eyes, yet she reached for his hand and allowed Ric to help her stand.

"That wasn't so bad was it? Now, brace yourself against my shoulder, and let's get out of the rain."

Neither saw the shadowy figure duck behind the greenhouse as they passed.
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Once they reached the back porch, she lifted the lid on the wicker ottoman and reached inside to retrieve a beach towel. She tossed it to Ric and grabbed another for herself. After wiping the mud from her face, arms, and legs, she kicked off her shoes. All the while, Ric stood waiting.

"Thank you for your help," she said at last.

"You're welcome. Come inside and eat. I made omelets."

"You cooked?"

"You sound surprised."

"I am."

"Men can cook, you know."

"It's not that. I always cook for Henry when he visits. I assumed it would be the same with you."

"Well, it's not! I don't need you to wait on me. Are you coming or not?"

Ric again offered his assistance to get her situated at the kitchen table with her foot propped up in a second chair. He warmed her omelet and set the plate in front of her. Before sitting down to eat himself, he refilled the makeshift ice pack from the previous night and gently covered her swollen ankle.

"These are good." She smiled in genuine appreciation.

"What are your plans today, Peni?" Henry asked after they finished their meal.

"I've been thinking about a new planter box for the greenhouse, but I haven't made much progress. I haven't figured out exactly what I want yet. Since it's raining, I'll probably work around the house."

"Do you mind if Dad hangs out here with you?"

"Don't impose on Peni," Henry immediately objected.

"It's no trouble at all. We talked about this, Henry. Stay here again tonight, and I'll walk you back to your boat tomorrow before I head into Keytu."

"You can't make that walk on your ankle!"

"What walk?" Ric interjected.

"And you shouldn't be piloting that boat any time soon, so don't lecture me! I'll take my chances on foot," she replied to Henry.

"What walk?" Ric repeated more emphatically.

"Once a month, Peni visits one of the tribal villages three miles further down the coast in the Keytu valley. Normally, we would load her supplies on the boat. I'd drop her off on the beach, and she'd only have to walk inland a half mile."

"You're going tomorrow?"

"Yes."

"Dad is right. You won't be able to make the trip entirely on foot."

"Ha!" Henry smiled victoriously.

"You aren't getting anywhere near the wheel of that boat until I'm convinced you're up to par again," Ric added.

"Peni, if you'll be so kind as to allow Dad to stay here until
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