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Prologue  
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The white security vehicle with blue lettering on its doors, completed another pass.  All of the parking lots it patrolled were filled to capacity.  Its yellow flashing lights reflected off several out of state license plates.  Most of the tourists who arrived ahead of the impending holiday weekend, were either on the island, or taking a ferry over the following morning.

Small waves rolled into the dock area and lapped against its wooden posts.  Empty vessels rocked gently from their rhythmic passing underneath.  They had been cleaned and fueled in preparation for an upcoming peak season trip.

A lone figure waited patiently in the shadows.  It moved with stealth and speed after the security vehicle had left.  A window of a few unguarded minutes existed, while overflow lots were patrolled across the street.  Two weeks of careful reconnaissance had provided an opportunity for the closest ferry to be boarded undetected.

The overhead compartment in the last row on the ship was opened.  A single life preserver along with a flotation device were quickly removed.  An empty space was about to be filled when the yellow flashing lights appeared unexpectedly.  Bashier Aliev laid lengthwise across a wide stretch of seats.  His heart pounded so fast he could hear it beating inside his ears.  A strong intense light from the security vehicle penetrated into the ferry. Through its wide glass windows, the beam slowly moved from aisle to aisle.  Its single unseen occupant stayed motionless.  Shortly after the sounds of crunching gravel faded from the security vehicle exiting the lot, a silhouette locked the overhead door and disappeared into the night.
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Three generations of the Darby girls posed for a group selfie, they were waiting at the dock for a ferry ride over to the Island.  Willow Darby had done her best to capture the moment when the family was able to get away on anything that resembled a vacation.  A divorce from a gambling ex-husband had left her bankrupt which included retirement accounts that he had drained with forged signatures.  To complicate matters, he had shown no interest in continuing his relationship with their daughter.  Willow rarely, if ever, saw a child support check.

Her daughter, Hannah, watched as a family of mallards floated on gentle rolling waves.  They occasionally picked off a few crumbs thrown down to them from other prospective passengers.  The ducklings had ventured off from their mother and were in imminent danger as the approaching vessel slowed down, coming around a break wall.

Hannah had a concerned expression on her face.  She was doing the best she could to usher them further down towards the shore, and pacing back and forth on the dock high above them.

“Don’t worry, Hannah.  They’ll move when they need to, or the mother will nudge them along.”  June said.

“You sure, Nana Bug?” she asked.

“I went on this trip with your mom and grandpa once, when she was about your age.  She did the same thing you were doing.”

“Really?”

“Grandpa knelt down beside her on the dock that day.  They watched a mother duck and her littles just like those down there on the water.  He taught your mom the word instinct and its meaning.”

“Instinct?”

“Your mom had a lisp because of a missing front tooth at the time.  When she tried to repeat that word, she about spit all over your grandpa.”

Willow Darby walked toward them on the wooden planks that lined the dock, holding three tickets.

“I remember that.”

“We all laughed so hard that day.”

She handed each of them a white perforated ticket.  They displayed the company’s website and phone number typed in blue lettering, along with a picture of the ferry they were about to board.

“The little duckies will be fine.  Just watch.”

“Because of instinct?” asked Hannah. 

Willow knelt down beside her daughter.  She pulled Hannah close to her, so that they were cheek-to-cheek.  The female mallard moved quickly without warning, and flapped her wings as she skimmed across the water.

“For some reason, Hannah, moms always know what to do.  Call it nature, or even instinct.”

The eleven o’clock ferry to Mackinac Island announced its arrival to the dock, and brought large waves with along with it.  A decrescendo call sounded from the bill of the Mallard, which caused tiny webbed feet to furiously churn underneath the water in order to keep up with her as they moved off to safety.

“Bye duckies.”

Hannah grabbed June Darby’s extended hand.

“Ready for a boat ride?”

“Yes, Nana Bug, but I’ve never been on one before.”

“It’s ok.  You sit next to grandma and look out the window.  You can see the Mighty Mac on the way there.”

“Mighty Mac? Who’s that?”

June Darby pointed to the large suspension bridge connecting the upper and lower peninsulas of Michigan.  

“Mom, are we going to get to go on that, too?” she asked.

Willow turned around before they boarded.

“Maybe later, honey.  Let’s enjoy our trip for now.”

“Come on, kiddo.” June said.

“Ok, Nana Bug.”

June Darby had remembered being given the nickname by Hannah.  It was one day after school.  They stood near the front door while they waited for Willow to pick her up.  She still worked as a patrol officer at the time.  Willow’s ex, Ron, was seldom reliable and had almost always called to say he was working overtime.  Willow had been the responsible one from the very onset of the relationship and it bothered the elder Darby’s to no end.  Hannah had asked her Grandmother what her first name was having never been told.

“June.” she said.

Hannah looked surprised.  “You mean you’re named after a bug, grandma?” 

“Only because I pinch like one.” June said.

June Darby thought it was clearly acceptable to embellish knowing full well the beetles were completely harmless. She sometimes stretched the truth a bit to make certain moments entertaining.

June proceeded to chase Hannah all over the house trying to pinch her as Hannah squealed and laughed uncontrollably.  Willow had walked in on all the excitement.

“Mom, you’ll make her tinkle.”

“Stop, let her be a kid.  I almost did a little myself.” June laughed heartily, mixed with a coughing fit.

“Alright, too much information.  Thanks for sharing.” 

“That’s nothing, wait until I’m really old and you have to change diapers again.” June winked at Willow.

“Definitely TMI.”

Hannah had stopped running and looked at June quizzically. 

“You have to wear a diaper, Nana Bug?”

“Not now, silly.”

A puzzled Hannah remarked, “I thought only babies wore diapers.” 

Willow picked up Hannah then kissed her on the forehead, and turned to June.  “See what you started?”

“It’s what happens when you poke fun at your grandmother.”

The line started to move again on the dock toward the ferry.  June saw the expression on her granddaughter’s face having never been near a boat.  She couldn’t wait to hear what she would say about the Island itself.

After handing each of their tickets over and receiving the stub portion in return from one of the employees at the gate, they found seats toward the bow of the ferry.  It was powered by large hydro jet engines that idled as other passengers boarded, looking for seats.

“Scoot yourself over next to the window, Hannah.”

Willow had purchased a map of the island and had downloaded it to her phone before they had driven the three plus hours to the docks.

“What do we want to do first?” asked Willow.

June Darby leaned next to her.  “Are we walking the entire thing?” she asked.

“What do you suggest?” 

“Maybe rent a bike or a horse drawn-carriage ride.”

“Bikes might be better.  I think I can still tow Hannah and you can ride one yourself.”

“I haven’t ridden in years.” June said.

“We can check to see if they have one of those tricycles with three big grandma tires.”

Hannah giggled.

“You thinks that’s funny don’t ya, you little stinker?”  

Hannah tried to contain herself but failed miserably.  She burst into laughter seconds later.  June leaned close to her granddaughter and made a pinching motion with her thumb and index finger.  

“You better watch it, there’s nowhere for you to run now.”  Hannah playfully looked for an escape route with her eyes.  

“Don’t tell your mom, but I’ll probably get one anyways.”

Hannah held out her little finger while she looked out the window.  June happily obliged as the two jokingly secured their secret with a pinky promise.

The eighty foot plus ferry started to slowly move away from the dock as the three of them felt the power of the twin hydro engines.  A pair of tan legs in dark blue shorts moved swiftly by their window on the dock above them.  They belonged to a college-aged female working as a dockhand for the summer.  She removed the last rope from a post, which had secured the vessel.  It was tossed to a pair of waiting hands which quickly gathered in the slack.  The premade nautical knot was placed on a metal cleat.  A sound of static came on through the speaker system, followed by a prerecorded message detailing instructions about life preservers including their overhead locations.  The friendly male voice explained the ships history and its wartime contributions prior to joining the leisure fleet of the company.

Bashier Aliev easily retrieved the rope that had been tossed to him aboard his assigned ferry.  It was also headed to the Island and belonged to one of the many services that inundated the docks throughout the city.  He quickly tied it down, then opened up a door and looked into the cabin filled with waiting passengers.  Scanning a few rows, he glanced above them at the secured compartments.  Satisfied, he closed the door, locking it with a solid sounding bolt that slid into place.  He made his way around to the back of the vessel where all of the luggage and bicycles would eventually be unloaded once they docked again.  There wasn’t a square inch of space wasted, as this was one of the busiest summer holiday.  People from all over the world had come to visit the popular destination.

Bashier heard his name called as the ferry started to move.  It came from a beautiful blonde with a rich, deep tan standing a few feet away on the dock.

“Still plan on taking me to the fireworks tonight?”

He looked at her with a kind, almost bashful smile.  “Yes.  I will meet you later, after shift.” He replied in broken English.

“Don’t be late.  We need to get a good spot.  It’s going to be so packed.”

Bashier nodded as his new American girlfriend, Crystal Demery, waved goodbye.  They had met at an employee orientation.  She found his lean muscular frame extremely attractive and the accent intoxicating.  Both had found employment with the ferry service to the Island after submitting online applications and successful Skyped interviews.  Bashier’s situation was far from traditional and more complex given the approval needed for his government issued F-1 student visa.  It typically didn’t allow for off-campus employment during the first year of studies in the United States.  He was granted a temporary lift of the restriction due to his declared major of Hospitality Management at Michigan State University.  The dean of the department had sent a written letter on his behalf, asking for a waiver.  The two had corresponded through email several months prior to his arrival in the United States.

A little further away out on the blue waves accented with small whitecaps, the Darby family sat quietly for a moment on the capacity-filled vessel.  Once they had cleared the break wall and its temporary residents, which happened to be a flock of seagulls.  The engines were opened up and propelled them out into open water, leaving behind the birds who fought over the remains of a crayfish.  Hannah Darby stood up in her row of seats to get a better look out the square glass window.  She watched the lake’s water change to a darker blue the further they moved away from shore.

June Darby tapped her granddaughter and pointed toward the suspension bridge.

“Hannah, now you can see how it connects the land.  Your great-great grandfather helped build it.”

“He did?” she asked.

“Our one claim to family fame.” said Willow

“Five people died during the construction of that bridge.” June said.

“They did?”

“One of them fell right into the cement when they were mixing it, and they became part of the structure.”

“Gross, Nana Bug.” Hannah said.

“Mom.” said Willow, who gave June a skeptical look.

“What? Your father told me that story, it was passed down from his father.”

“Think I might fact check that one.  It seems a bit of a stretch.”

“Leave the story alone as it is.” June said.

“Until some classmate of hers Googles it.  What if it’s not true, then what?” she asked.

“History is written by those who experienced it and not by what’s that dam thing on the Internet called again?  It starts with a W.

“You mean Wikipedia, and not everything on the Internet is true.”

“That’s my point.” said June.

“This is obviously going to go nowhere.”

“Because you’re stubborn.”

Willow shook her head. “Gee, now I wonder where that admirable trait comes from.”

Hannah could feel the tension between her mother and Nana Bug rising to the surface.  

“How deep is the water Nana Bug?” she asked.

“Pretty deep in some parts, especially if you go way out there.” she said. 

Hannah Darby pressed her face against the glass, looking down at the dark blue water.  Some of it sprayed upwards, streaking the glass.  She sat back down in her seat.

“We should have booked a hotel reservation up here, I don’t what I was thinking.” Willow said, looking at the time on her cell phone.

“It’s alright.  Save your money for another trip.  She’ll probably sleep during the drive home.” June said.

“Just make sure you keep her away from that fudge and cotton candy.”

“How could I forget?  Hannah, did you know they have the most delicious chocolate fudge, ice cream and cotton candy in the world on that Island?”  June Darby now had the full attention of her granddaughter. 

“They do?” she asked. 

“The best.”

Willow pointed to her purse.  “Mother.”

“Well, you can’t just run down to the grocery store to get it.” explained June.

“It’s also quite expensive.”  Willow added with a concerned tone.

“But, oh, is it worth it!  I remember freezing some on my last trip with your father.”

“You came up here with Dad again?” she asked.

“Shortly after you were married and before Hannah was born.  He surprised me one weekend when he had taken a Friday off from work.  Your father wasn’t always one for being spontaneous.”

“Quite the contrast to someone we once knew.”

“That was your decision.” June shot back.

“One that I knew you and Dad didn’t approve of, obviously.  I saw it in your eyes on our wedding day.”

“There was something about him that we simply couldn’t put a finger on, and it bothered us all the time.”

“Everyone has some sort of deficiency, don’t they?” said Willow.

“No one’s perfect, you’re right about that.  But they most certainly don’t leave you broke in the middle of the night without electricity, and the only vehicle you have left gets taken out of the driveway by the repo man.”

“He was so smooth about everything.  One lie after the next.”  Willowed looked out the window, watching another ferry go by in the distance.

“Yet you trusted him with the finances.”

“Obviously not after that.” 

“But by that time, it was too late.”

“Can we not do this right now?” said Willow.

“We just wanted you to be happy.  What are you going to do if Hannah does the same thing?”

Willow spoke as she watched her daughter stare out the window.  “God, I hope not.  Maybe I’ll have enough stashed away to bribe her into turning the other way and run.”

Hannah Darby turned to face both of them with a disgusted look on her face.

“Yuck, who likes boys?  I’ll take the money, that way I can buy my own Island and all the candy.”

“Sometimes she’s a little smarter then she lets on.” June commented.

“You think?” said Willow.

Light static could be heard from the speaker inside their passenger cabin.  The same prerecorded male voice provided them more historical information.  This time, it was about the Island itself.

June Darby pointed toward the shore, as the hydro jets began to throttle down after coming around the break wall.

“They filmed a movie here decades ago.”

“Really?  Which one?”

“Somewhere in Time, with Christopher Reeves.”

“Didn’t he play Superman?” asked Willow.

“Such a handsome actor.  Those blue eyes.  You don’t see that very often.”

“What’s that?”

“Dark hair and blue eyes.”

“Wasn’t it about a love story or something?”

“Yes, and a very good one.  The Grand Hotel actually hosts an annual reunion for a chance to meet actors who played a role in the movie.”

“You went to one, didn’t you?”

“We stayed the entire weekend in the Grand Hotel.  Your father had quietly stashed away money for an entire year.  Most of the original cast made an appearance, except for Christopher Reeve, who had passed away many years ago.”

“You never mentioned it.”

“After your father died, even the smallest tasks in life became difficult.  I selfishly hoarded all my best memories of him as a way to cope.  Looking back now, it was an awful thing to do.”

“Funerals suck.”

“Mom.”  Hannah tugged on her mother’s shirt.

“What
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