
		
			[image: Cover for The Edge of the Light]
		

	
		
			
			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			
			VIKING

			An imprint of Penguin Random House, LLC

			375 Hudson Street

			New York, New York 10014

			[image: ]

			First published in the United States of America by Viking, an imprint of Penguin Random House LLC, 2016

			Copyright © 2016 by Susan Elizabeth George

			Penguin supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin to continue to publish books for every reader.

			eBook ISBN 9780698169739

			LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CATALOGING-IN-PUBLICATION DATA

			Names: George, Elizabeth, date– author.

			Title: The edge of the light / by Elizabeth George.

			Description: New York : Viking Books, published by Penguin Group, [2016] |

			Sequel to: The edge of the shadows. | Summary: “In the final book of the Whidbey Island saga, events build to an astonishing climax as secrets are revealed, hearts are broken, and lives are changed forever”—Provided by publisher.

			Identifiers: LCCN 2015044545 | ISBN 9780670012992 (hardback)

			Subjects: | CYAC: Mystery and detective stories. | Secrets—Fiction. |

			Whidbey Island (Wash.)—Fiction. | BISAC: JUVENILE FICTION / Mysteries & Detective Stories. | JUVENILE FICTION / Law & Crime.

			Classification: LCC PZ7.G29315 Ee 2016 | DDC [Fic]—dc23 LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2015044545

		

		Version_1

	
		
			
			In loving memory of GA

		

	
		Contents

			
				Title Page

				Copyright

				Dedication

				Epigraph

				Chapter 1

				Chapter 2

				Chapter 3

				Chapter 4

				Chapter 5

				Chapter 6

				Chapter 7

				Chapter 8

				Chapter 9

				Chapter 10

				Chapter 11

				Chapter 12

				Chapter 13

				Chapter 14

				Chapter 15

				Chapter 16

				Chapter 17

				Chapter 18

				Chapter 19

				Chapter 20

				Chapter 21

				Chapter 22

				Chapter 23

				Chapter 24

				Chapter 25

				Chapter 26

				Chapter 27

				Chapter 28

				Chapter 29

				Chapter 30

				Chapter 31

				Chapter 32

				Chapter 33

				Chapter 34

				Chapter 35

				Chapter 36

				Chapter 37

				Chapter 38

				Chapter 39

				Chapter 40

				Chapter 41

				Chapter 42

				Chapter 43

				Chapter 44

				Chapter 45

				Chapter 46

			
		

		
		
	
		
			
			But this swift business

			I must uneasy make, lest too light winning

			Make the prize light.

			—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, 
THE TEMPEST
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			Hospitals were bad, but rehab centers were worse. In a hospital, rotten stuff that happened to people at least got dealt with pronto and you ended up knowing what the outcome was going to be. You had a car wreck, you got carted to Emergency, you got patched up or operated on, you lived, or you died. It all took time, but the time ended. In a rehab center, though, everything went on and on. Especially if you had a stroke.

			That was what Seth Darrow was thinking as he watched his grandfather in one of the physical therapy rooms at Penn Cove Care, which was situated on a leafy side street in the old Victorian town of Coupeville on Whidbey Island. Seth and his dad had just engaged in a depressing meeting with the head of PT, a woman who’d spent twenty-five years in the military and who had a way of speaking that pretty much showed it. The news they’d been given had matched the weather outside, which was wintertime bleak with a sky pouring down a fifteenth straight day of steady rain accompanied by the occasional wind gust that was taking down aged alders and lofty Douglas firs across the island.

			“Mr. Darrow still isn’t working with us,” she announced to Seth and his dad ten seconds after they’d sat in front of her desk. Her name plate called her G. H. FIELDSTONE, and she’d introduced herself as George. Then she’d added doctor in front of it, just in case they’d considered getting friendly. “This has to change,” she said. “This is a rehab facility, with the accent on rehab. If Mr. Darrow doesn’t make more progress . . .” She did one of those lifting of the fingers routines, which meant they were to fill in the blanks. She looked severely at Seth’s dad, Rich. It seemed she thought he was thick as a board because she added, “This isn’t a permanent living facility. You understand.”

			She then suggested that they have a look for themselves from the hallway outside of the PT room where Ralph Darrow was working with the occupational therapist. That was what they were doing at the moment, and Seth’s heart thudded painfully as he watched his grandfather.

			It had been more than four weeks since the stroke that had robbed Ralph Darrow of speech and the ability to use his right arm. His right leg had been affected, too, but not as badly as his arm. He’d more or less got back the use of the leg, which was the good news, although he was still unsteady. But when it came to the arm, he was toast. The damage was done, the arm was finito, and what he had to do was learn how to be left handed. He also had to learn how to use his left hand to exercise his right arm so that he didn’t develop something called contractures. If that happened, his right arm’s muscles would totally freeze up as the muscles thickened.

			So once he got steadier on his feet, Ralph had PT sessions for his arm several times a day. He also had speech therapy sessions twice a day to handle the loss of language. The situation Ralph was in would’ve been a bummer for anyone, but for Seth’s grandfather, who for the last fifty-two of his seventy-three years had been a carpenter, a gardener, and a forester who maintained well over one hundred acres of woodland, it was like a death blow.

			Seth’s insides ached as he watched his granddad. He shot a look at his father and saw that Rich Darrow felt the same. The occupational therapist was presenting Ralph with exercises that involved using his left hand to lift his useless right hand to the height of his shoulder, but once the therapist did it for him in demonstration, Ralph did nothing to show that he understood.

			Seth’s father said, “He’s not even trying,” as his cell phone rang. He pulled it from his pocket, gave it a look, said, “It’s your mom” to Seth and then into the phone, “Hi, sweetheart. You doing okay?” Rich listened for a moment and, for his part, Seth strained to hear. His mom said something to which his dad replied, “You don’t need to go so long without a pill, Amy. It’s not like you’re going to get addicted. . . . What’re you going to do with them, sell them? . . . Don’t be stubborn. Take a pill, get some rest, and we’ll be home soon. . . . No. It’s not looking good. We’ll talk when Seth and I get back.” He listened for a second, said, “Will do. Love you,” and ended the call. He said to Seth, “Your mom loves you, she said.”

			“Back at her.” Seth nodded at his granddad, who was still sitting lifelessly in front of the therapist. “What do we do now?”

			Rich settled his shoulders. “We talk to him.”

			“But if he doesn’t understand . . . ?”

			“Oh, you can bet he understands,” Rich said. “Underneath it all, he’s still Ralph Darrow. I guarantee you, he understands.”

			• • •

			SETH WASN’T SURE. It seemed to him that if his granddad understood that the key to getting back home was showing everyone that he was capable of reacquiring speech and also capable of learning to use his left hand and arm in place of his right one, then Ralph would throw himself into these tasks. He wouldn’t spend weeks just sitting there.

			The speech therapist would show him picture cards representing words like cat, hat, bat. She would say the words that went with the cards. But all that came from Ralph in return was a dull-eyed look at what was being flashed in front of him.

			The occupational therapist would present him with blocks of various shapes to manipulate into holes by means of his left hand, and he’d just let his left hand fall to his lap. Seth had said more than once that his granddad wasn’t like this man who slumped in a chair and did not respond. Grand was filled with life and joy and wisdom, and right now he just didn't understand what was going on. Somehow none of the medical people had made a breakthrough with him.

			Seth followed his father into the PT room. They stood out of Ralph’s line of vision until the end of the session with the occupational therapist. At that point, the therapist stood and said—as cheerfully as possible, considering the lack of cooperation from the patient—“That’s enough for today. Let’s get you back to your room.” That was when Rich and Seth stepped forward.

			Rich said to the therapist, “We’ll take him from here, if that’s okay,” and the tone that he used communicated something more than just helping her out.

			She said to Ralph, “Mr. Darrow, I’m leaving you in the hands of your son and grandson,” which got Ralph’s attention. He turned his head and, in doing so, confirmed what Rich had been declaring: When Ralph wanted to understand something, he understood completely. The therapist patted Ralph’s shoulder, said to him, “Don’t you get into trouble,” and she left them.

			Rich went around to the front of Ralph’s wheelchair. He set the brake and said to his father, “Let’s see how you’re doing with walking back to your room. Seth, you take the chair. Dad, I’m helping you up.”

			Ralph stiffened. Rich said to his father, “You know what’s going on, and it’s time to stop pretending you don’t. Here’s the deal, Dad: If you don’t improve, Brenda wins. So what you’ve got to ask yourself is whether you want that to happen.”

			• • •

			BRENDA WAS BRENDA Sloan. She was Seth’s aunt and Rich Darrow’s younger sister, and she had buckets of money and the will to use it. She lived in the upscale community of Medina east of Seattle and across Lake Washington, where her husband made megabucks dealing in high end real estate and Brenda had a successful business staging homes prior to putting them on the market. That is, she staged homes when she wasn’t getting involved in Ralph Darrow’s health and welfare, which had become her primary obsession about twenty-four hours after Ralph’s stroke.

			That was when she’d shown up on the island and made the declaration that Ralph “obviously” could no longer live on his own. The fact that he’d had a stroke while alone and had not been discovered till some hours later indicated to her that he was destined for assisted living.

			That Ralph Darrow did not live alone was something that didn’t impress Brenda Sloan. For he shared his house with a teenaged girl who traded housecleaning and cooking for her room and board. This child, Brenda announced, hadn’t been present when the stroke occurred. That indicated what the future would be if Ralph was allowed to return to his home.

			“He’ll have another stroke, she won’t be there, and he’ll die,” was Brenda’s repeated refrain. “Do you want that, Rich?”


			No one wanted that, but no one aside from Brenda wanted Ralph to have to leave his home.
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			In Deception Pass State Park, the weather was milder. While the rain had been coming down in great waving sheets in Coupeville at the center of Whidbey, in the north part of the island the day was wet, but not wet enough to cancel a hike.

			No one worth his salt in the Pacific Northwest would have been put off by rain, anyway. A change of gear was all it took, along with using more care on the park’s trails. But on one particular trail, hikers were largely protected from the weather. For despite the elevation gain, most of the path carved its way beneath some of the greatest trees of the park: hemlocks that loomed like skyscrapers, Douglas firs that shed small cones everywhere, fragrant cedars, madrones gracefully stretching their bark-peeling branches above the forest floor. All of these formed a canopy through which only the most severe rainfall could pierce. True, there were boulders for hikers to contend with along the way, and they could be slick, but the three individuals on the trail weren’t bothered by this.

			Becca King—sixteen years old—was one of the hikers. The second was her boyfriend Derric. The third was fifteen-year-old Rejoice Ayoka, and Becca had sensed from the moment when she and Derric had picked the girl up for this hike that Rejoice wasn’t happy. Before this, eighteen-year-old Derric had always driven to La Conner alone to see Rejoice, which was no problem as far as Becca was concerned. For although she and Derric were a couple, he shared a past and a heritage with the younger girl: They were both Ugandan, and they had both been adopted out of the same orphanage in Kampala. There were other parts of the Derric-and-Rejoice relationship, too. But Derric had not yet mentioned them to Rejoice, and Becca wasn’t about to say a word in reference to them, either.

			Now they were approaching the final section of the trail. The going was trickier, with a sharp descent down a bluff followed by a jump onto a path that edged a raindrop-speckled and winter-bleak expanse of water called Cornet Bay. Derric went first to break the fall should either of the girls slip, and when he reached the bottom and made the leap onto the path below, he turned to help the girls.

			Becca was cautious. She’d been concentrating on more than just her footwork. She’d also been working hard to keep her mind as perfect a blank as possible. Empty of all there is was a mantra she was using to achieve this blank. She’d been repeating it silently since leaving Derric’s car, and only when there was conversation among them had she allowed anything else to enter her head.

			Becca was full of the mantra when she heard Derric saying, “Hey, don’t do it that way, Rejoice!” in a tone of alarm. She roused herself to see that the other girl was poised to jump down to the lower path, arms extended behind her, as if she intended to fly.

			“He’s right,” Becca said to the fifteen-year-old. “Don’t, Rejoice!”

			But Rejoice didn’t appear interested in either of their warnings because she laughed and called out, “Catch me, Derric!” and flung herself off her perch in his direction.

			Derric scrambled, saying, “That’s a dumb-ass thing to—” but he managed to catch her, although both of them ended up on their butts in the mud. Rejoice laughed as Derric began struggling onto his feet.

			“I knew you could do it!” She clapped, as if applauding the boy’s heroics on her behalf.

			Derric looked at Becca, and she heard him perfectly. What she thinks about it came to her as clearly as if he’d spoken although he’d not said a single word.

			She wanted to reply. She told herself what she would have said had Derric only known that she could hear what was going on in his head: “It’s not what I think. It’s what Rejoice is thinking. You better watch out.” But she said nothing. Instead, she smiled at him as he came back over to the final jump and helped her down.

			“Ooooh, Becca was too scared to jump,” Rejoice said airily.

			Derric replied with, “Becca was too smart to jump. You, on the other hand, could’ve broken a leg.”

			“No way,” Rejoice countered. “I knew you’d take care of me.”

			Although the path was now virtually flat as it skirted Cornet Bay and led in the direction of the Deception Pass Bridge and the roiling waters beneath it, Rejoice appeared to have considerable trouble staying upright. “Way too slippery!” was how she explained it as she grabbed for Derric’s support time and again. “Can you help me, Derric?” became a constant refrain.

			Derric maintained his cool. He was, as far as Becca was concerned, the personification of patience with the younger girl. It had been a number of weeks since Becca had taken him to La Conner to meet Rejoice, and it was obvious that he considered it too early to do anything more than just hang with her when he was able to make the drive. Talking to her honestly did not seem to be something that was going to happen any time soon.

			The trouble with this was how Rejoice was interpreting Derric’s visits. Becca had had her suspicions about this when the girl’s calls to Derric’s cell phone began to come more than three times a day. So when Derric had invited Becca to join them on this particular hike, Becca had said “sure,” because she wanted to be exactly that: sure about what was happening with Rejoice.

			Back at Derric’s car, they stowed their gear and the remains of the snacks they’d taken with them. Rejoice called out, “Shotgun!” and over her shoulder said to Becca, “It is my regular place, you know,” and clambered inside the car.

			Derric muttered, “Sorry, babe,” as he shut the cargo area of the Forester.

			“No problem,” she said, and added, “but we should probably talk, you and me.”

			He didn’t reply. She’d gone back to Empty of all there is for the remainder of their walk, so she didn’t hear anything else from him. She climbed into the car and told herself that the prospect of studying the back of Derric’s dark, shaven skull wasn’t so bad anyway. He had gorgeous skin the color of bitter chocolate, and from her angle behind the passenger seat, she could see the smooth curve of his cheek and the muscle in his jaw that moved when he was feeling something he hoped not to reveal.

			As they took off, Rejoice declared, “Next time I’ll make sandwiches to bring with us. What kind of sandwich d’you like best, Derric? PBJ? Roast beef? Ham?”

			“Anything but bologna,” he replied, and with a glance over his shoulder at Becca, “What about you, babe?”

			“I wasn’t asking Becca,” Rejoice said.

			“No prob,” Derric told her. “I was.”

			Rejoice settled her shoulders in girl fuming mode. She shot a look at Derric before saying, “Okay. What about you, Becca? Do you even eat sandwiches? I bet you think they’ll make you fat. I bet you exist on celery.”

			Becca smiled to herself at this. When she’d first come to the island almost sixteen months previously, fat certainly would have been one of the words to describe her, although chunky had been her mom’s word of choice as she’d monitored every morsel that had passed Becca’s lips. But thinking about her mom was too scary a thing, so instead Becca said, “I go for tuna mostly. But it’s got to have a ton of mayo and relish. And I like whole wheat bread.”

			“Course you do,” Rejoice muttered. “It’s more healthy.”

			A little silence settled among them. Derric’s gaze met Becca’s in the rear view mirror. She gave him a look that was meant to tell him that there were things he couldn’t put off much longer, but she kept in her head Empty of all there is because she didn’t want to hear what he was thinking. On the other hand, she wouldn’t have minded hearing what was going on in Rejoice’s head, but to loosen her hold on the mantra would mean to give Derric’s thoughts admittance as well as Rejoice’s, and she’d long ago realized that the only way she could even the playing field between herself and her boyfriend was to give him the privacy of his own thoughts. She pretty much always learned them eventually anyway.

			Such was the case now. Derric said to Rejoice, “Can I ask you a question?”

			“Depends,” Rejoice told him. “Mom’s not letting me date till I’m sixteen, you know. I mean a real date, like at night going to the movies or something.”

			“I know that.”

			“Oh.” She sounded disappointed. “Then what d’you want to ask me?”

			“Why you do white girl hair.”

			Becca winced. Very bad idea for a topic of conversation. Girls and their hair . . . ? Guys should just stay away from it. In the case of Rejoice’s hair, Derric would have been wiser to run in the opposite direction. And calling it white girl hair? Dumb, dumb, dumb.

			So she was unsurprised when Rejoice demanded, “What’s wrong with my hair?”

			“Straight and stiff like that? It looks . . . I dunno. Unnatural, I guess.”

			Becca wanted to say, “Don’t!” to Derric. She also wanted to say, “Are you an idiot?” But instead she waited for Rejoice’s reply, which was fast enough in coming.

			“So what am I s’posed to do exactly? Shave my head like you?”

			He shrugged. “No one in Kampala had hair like yours. Don’t you remember?”

			“I didn’t even have hair,” she told him. “And all’s I remember is getting my head shaved. What did I have? Lice or something?”

			“Everyone had their heads shaved. Or they wore hair super short so they didn’t have to comb it and break it.”

			“My hair doesn’t break,” Rejoice said.

			“That’s because of all the gunk you smear on it. What is it anyway?”

			“Uh, Derric . . . ?” When he glanced at the mirror, Becca shot him a don’t-go-there look.

			“I like my hair this way,” Rejoice said. “I had frizz bombs all over my head and then my mom found this and I like it.”

			Becca could feel the girl’s hurt, and she touched Rejoice’s shoulder. “Rejoice, he’s a guy. He doesn’t get it.”

			Rejoice flinched to shake Becca off. Derric said, “Whatever,” in that universal male way of ending a discussion.

			But Rejoice continued with, “What would make my hair better, then?”

			For you went unspoken, but it was as if Rejoice had said it anyway. Derric had to have known that, Becca thought, but instead of reassuring Rejoice that, really, her hair was just fine and he’d been having a moment of male insanity, Derric said, “Wear it short or shave it all off. It’d make you look cool. It’d make you look African.”

			What Becca thought was, It’d make you look like Derric, and she couldn’t believe he didn’t know that. On the other hand, maybe that was how he was going to clue Rejoice in to the truth. Head shaved and smiling, Rejoice would virtually be Derric’s twin.

			“I’m not African,” Rejoice was saying. “I’m American.”

			“Your style might be American,” he replied. “But your blood is African, just like mine.”

			Rejoice squirmed in her seat, as if she wanted to disappear into the Forester’s fabric. She set her face and crossed her arms. It wasn’t until they’d finally reached her family’s farm outside of the town of La Conner that she spoke again. Then it was only to say, “You’re really mean, Derric. And not just about my hair.” Before he could reply to this, she jumped out of the Forester and ran to the house.

			Becca moved from the back seat to the front. She looked at Derric. He looked at her. He said, “I blew it.”

			“Ya think? When did you get so dumb?”

			“I was trying to help her out. Her hair—”

			“That was seriously uncool.” Becca fastened her seat belt as he backed the car away from the pristine white farmhouse where Rejoice lived with her parents—Jeff and Darla Vickland—and her four siblings. “No girl wants some guy criticizing her hair. Or her body. Or her clothes.”

			“I was only trying to help,” he protested. “Her hair looks bad. It’s like . . . grisly. She needs to know it. What else am I supposed to do? I’m her brother, for God’s sake.”

			“And you’ve got to tell her that. She’s into you, Derric.”

			“No way. She knows I’m just a friend.”

			“Don’t be a sponge brain.”

			. . . probably feeling jealous of what we have only what we have isn’t anything because I’m not going there no way . . .

			Becca was defeated by this sudden jumble of Derric’s thoughts. Even the mantra didn’t help her. She grabbed her backpack from the back seat and began to riffle through it to find what she needed. This was an earbud connected to what looked like—but was not—an iPod. Instead, it was what she’d learned to call an AUD box, a device that obscured the thoughts of others with static so that Becca herself could concentrate.

			She said, “Here’s the deal: You can’t control her feelings. She’s into you, and you better tell her who you are. Plus if she shaves her head, she’s going to look like a female you, and how the heck do you explain that one?”

			“What you really mean is how the hell do I plan to explain that I’m the brother who left her behind in Kampala because I never bothered to tell anyone that she was my sister?”

			“I’m not saying that. I don’t know how you’re going to tell her, but you’re going to have to. And you better do it soon because if you wait much longer, it’s going to go down super bad. Like I said, she’s into you. And before you say I’m jealous or something, what I say is just open your eyes.”

			They were at the end of the farm’s long driveway. Derric stopped the car, his gaze on the road. He looked out at the fields across the street and then at Becca.

			“What?” she asked him.

			“I know,” he replied. “It’s why I wanted you to come this time. I figured if she saw you and me together, she’d see how things are between us.”

			“Not if she doesn’t want to,” Becca said.

			• • •

			DARKNESS CAME EARLY to the Pacific Northwest in the winter, so when Derric and Becca drove through the rainfall into the village of Langley at the south end of the island, lights were blinking in the cottages and houses that spread out before them. They drove down Third Street, a bumpy lane that descended into the heart of the village and ended at a small, white steepled Methodist church.

			Becca had begun her time on Whidbey Island in this old village, which had been born late in the nineteenth century. Then it was a spot from which downed fir trees were shipped to support the growing metropolis of Seattle some thirty miles to the south of where Whidbey lay among the other islands of Puget Sound. Now, however, it was a struggling little place of ancient storefronts and early-twentieth-century cottages. It was set in a landscape filled with visual artists, writers, weavers, glass blowers, sculptors, and retirees. In the summer it boomed with tourists who came by car or by boats that were docked in the town’s natural marina: a watery horseshoe at the base of a tall bluff. In the winter, it was nearly a ghost town, and the business people fought like starving dogs to survive.

			One of these business people owned a motel on the far edge of the village, and it was to this motel that Derric drove. Here lived Derric’s official Little Brother. He was called Josh Grieder, and along with his sister Chloe, he was cared for by their grandmother. Here also Becca had stayed during the first few months of her time on Whidbey Island.

			When they reached the motel, Derric didn’t pull into the parking lot. Instead, he slowed, pulled to the side of the road, and said to Becca, “You sure you don’t want to come with us? It’s just what you like: comic book action heroes fighting bad guys, lots of explosions, huge car crashes, and a token female in a skimpy costume. And . . . oh yeah, she’ll have big boobs. They always have big boobs.”

			Becca pretended to consider this. He was describing the film that was playing in the village movie theater. Going to see this constituted his date with his Little Brother. Josh, she knew, would generously welcome her to join them because that was who the boy was. But his private time with Derric was a treasure to him. She said, “Damn . . . you make it sound so tempting.”

			“It was the big boobs that got you,” he said. “Admit it.”

			“Oh for sure. I’m excessively into looking at big boobs on a thirty-foot screen.”

			“Pizza afterward,” he added.

			She gave a sigh meant to convey her intense disappointment at having to decline. “Got to say no. Mrs. Kinsale’s expecting me.”

			“You’ll regret it.”

			“I’ll try to survive. It’ll be tough, but I’m made of steel.”

			He laughed and drove on past the motel. He would, she knew, take her to her destination. He did question it, though, saying, “You’ve been going over there a lot, babe.”

			“To Diana’s? Yeah. She’s my friend.”

			“She’s sort of old to be a friend, don’t you think? What is she, like . . . seventy or something?”

			Becca lifted one shoulder in a halfway shrug. “What difference does that make?”

			They coursed to the edge of the village, on a road that took them past an old brick middle school and the tiny fairgrounds beyond it. Before heading out of town entirely, Derric made a turn onto a narrow road that dipped into and out of more forest and passed houses half-hidden among the trees. This ultimately deposited them on a Z-turn that became the lane where Diana Kinsale’s large gray house overlooked a tumble of beach cottages down on the water as well as the fast moving currents of Saratoga Passage.

			When he pulled into the driveway and stopped the Forester, Derric turned to Becca. He said, “What d’you guys do?”

			“Me and Mrs. Kinsale? Nothing much. Talk mostly. Or we play with her dogs.”

			He frowned. “It’s sort of strange, you ask me.”

			“I like her, Der. I can learn from her.” She saw his expression shift, and she knew at once what worried him. She added, “I’ve never told her. Or anyone else.”

			“What?”

			“You know. You. Rejoice. And,” she added hastily, because she knew very well that he didn’t want to go there a second time in one day, “if I bring it up with you, it’s only because I think you’re going to be bummed out until you make everything right.”

			“By doing what?”

			“By telling the truth.”

			He looked at Diana’s house for a long moment and then back at her. She could sense tension in him, but the AUD box prevented her from hearing his thoughts. He said with his dark eyes grown even darker, “That works for everyone, don’t you think, Becca?”

			Indeed it did. She held her own secrets close. She left them unspoken to nearly everyone, including to Derric, whom she loved. She knew there should only be truth between them, but she’d told herself since the day she’d met him that it was because she wanted to protect Derric Mathieson that she did not tell him what had brought her to Whidbey.

			• • •

			BECCA GAVE DERRIC a final wave as he reversed the Forester and then drove back to town. She would, she’d told him, take the island bus to get home. Easy peasy to do that, she’d said. He replied with “Nothing’s easy, Becca,” but he’d kissed her, fondly touched her cheek, and kissed her again.

			She went to Diana Kinsale’s front door, removing the AUD box’s earbud from her ear and removing the box itself from her waist. The device would not be necessary.

			She saw that lights were on in the house, and when she rang the bell, Diana’s dogs began barking. Through the window, Becca saw four of them charge from the sunroom through the living room and into the entry. They were followed by a stately black poodle who, as ever, did not join in their raucous greeting. From somewhere within, Becca heard Diana’s voice calling out. The barking dogs fell silent. Diana, she realized, had been working with them.

			She tried the door. It was unlocked, as usual. She called out, “It’s me,” and was immediately surrounded by the canine pack. They pressed their noses to her pockets. She dug out the treats that she usually carried when she came to Diana’s, and these they devoured with considerable joy. Even the poodle seemed interested. Oscar approached, deigned to be patted on his curly head, and accepted a treat.

			Diana’s voice came from the doorway to the kitchen. “Hello, Becca. I had no idea it was time already.”

			Becca looked up and immediately felt a quiver of concern. Diana appeared tired, which wasn’t strange. But she also looked ragged. Her posture wasn’t its usual military stance, and the skin beneath her eyes seemed loose. Becca said to her, “You okay, Mrs. Kinsale?”

			“I’ve been strolling down memory lane.” She indicated the direction she’d come from. “Basement,” she told Becca. “I’ve finally started on it. Thirty years of living in this house and the basement is crammed. That’s the trouble with basements. Why throw something out when you can just toss it down the stairs and tell yourself you’ll get to it later?”

			“What about these guys?” Becca indicated the dogs. Not Oscar, but the rest of the gang. They’d long been far too ungovernable as a group to come into the house. “How come they’re not in their run?”

			“They’re in training. Watch.” Diana turned to the dogs. “All dogs come,” she said, and they obeyed her. “All dogs sit,” she said, and again they obeyed. “Of course, I haven’t tried it when there’s a rabbit on the lawn,” she admitted. “All dogs sunroom,” she said to the animals. Off they went.

			“Impressive,” Becca said.

			“They’re coming along.” Diana wiped her hands on the tail of her flannel shirt. It was overlarge and looked like one of her long dead husband’s. If Diana still had it these nearly thirty years since his death, Becca thought, then her basement was indeed bursting with long forgotten goods.

			“Want some help down there?” Becca asked. “We could do that instead of the practice.”

			“The practice is far more important,” Diana told her. “Come along. Let’s get started.” She led the way up the stairs and along a corridor painted in the warm colors of a sunset. They did their practicing in Diana’s bedroom, where an alcove offered two comfortable armchairs, a fireplace, and a view that took in tiny Hat Island and, beyond it at a distance across the water, the city of Everett. This was Diana’s retreat, where she read, relaxed, and meditated. Becca was there to learn a variation of the last: something that was not quite meditation but was instead a way to control what otherwise bombarded her every waking moment.

			She walked to the large bay window. From the start, it had been her preference to sit with the view spreading out before her: Hat Island, Camano Head, the energetic water, houses, distant city lights, the occasional boat. But Diana had not allowed this, instructing her instead to sit with her chair facing the fireplace. Above this, the only distraction was a large pastel of a stairway climbing the side of a barn-red building. Becca knew this place quite well. It was called the Dog House, a tavern that stood on the bluff within Langley village.

			She turned from the window. “Can I try facing the view this time?”

			Diana bent to switch on the gas in the fireplace. She said over her shoulder, “I don’t think you’re ready for that yet. Too many distractions, and at this point you need as few as possible.”

			“I want to try it,” Becca said.

			“Impatient as always.” But Diana softened the criticism with a smile. “Overcoming impatience is at the core of this process, Becca. Your mind still moves toward rushing instead of being. Being is the key to unlocking the power.”

			Becca narrowed her eyes. “You’re getting way too close to Yoda again, Mrs. Kinsale.”

			Diana laughed. “I hope I’m more attractive. All right, try it if you must.”

			Becca pumped her fist and swung her chair to face the window. She plopped down. “Ready when you are,” she told Diana.

			“Settle first,” Diana said. “Breathe. Go deep. Feel the blood coursing. Feel the heart beating.” She waited more than a minute before saying quietly, “Now. Find something in the view to concentrate on.”

			Becca settled her gaze on Hat Island, on one of the houses that winked light into the late afternoon darkness. She murmured, “Got it,” and Diana said softly, “There is no world. There is only this. The moment itself, the single point on which your eyes are resting. Begin with the mantra, then slowly let it go.”

			Empty of all there is, there is. Empty of all there is.

			Empty of all there is, there is. Empty of all there is.

			Into the stillness came the unmistakable cry of an eagle. Following hard upon it came the raucous calling of crows. It was a mass of them from the sound of it. And what was a mass of crows called? You had a gaggle of geese, a pride of lions, a congress of . . . something? Not crows, though. Not a congress of—

			“Damn,” Becca muttered.

			“What is it?”

			“I hate it when you’re right.” She shoved herself out of the chair and turned it to face the fireplace. “I got caught up in the crows. What’s it called when there’s a bunch of them, anyway?”

			Diana, sitting in the other chair, smiled. “A murder.”

			“A murder of crows?” Becca plopped back down, this time with her gaze on the flames of the gas fire. “I would’ve gone a long time without figuring that one out.”

			“Shall we start again?”

			And so they did. Back to the blood coursing, back to the breathing, back to the mantra.

			There was nothing else. Absolutely nothing beyond the mantra came into Becca’s mind. After a few minutes, she heard Diana murmur, “Now let it go,” which was the signal to cease the mantra. Still, there was nothing.

			This wasn’t unusual. Diana Kinsale was the only person whose thoughts Becca had never been able to hear in the form of what she’d long ago learned to call whispers. At first, Becca had believed it was because Diana possessed an unearthly ability far beyond her own. But she’d learned it was simply because Diana was able to control her thoughts when she wasn’t speaking, and because her thoughts exactly matched her words when she did speak.

			In this practice that the two of them engaged in, however, Diana allowed her mind to wander, and it was Becca’s job to learn to block Diana’s thoughts without the aid of the AUD box. At first they’d used the mantra to do this. Now they were moving on to the ability to empty the mind first and to lock it off from invasion second.

			Becca breathed deeply and maintained control. The moments passed. Each second ticked off an entire eternity and then, down to my soul here Clarence comes was as loud as the crows had been.

			“Damn it!” Becca cried. “This is hopeless. What was it, five seconds?”

			Diana rose. Her warm hand came down on Becca’s shoulder. “What did you hear?”

			“I don’t know. Something about my soul and Clarence.”

			“That’s all?”

			“Is it another mantra? Not that it matters because it invaded my brain in like . . . I don’t know . . . like I said, five seconds.”

			“You went nearly two minutes if you heard nothing else,” Diana said. “‘Dive, thoughts, down to my soul. Here Clarence comes.’”

			“Yeah. That’s it. I held it off for a while but then . . . there it was.”

			“Did you hear more?”

			“Was there more?”

			Diana came around to the front of Becca’s chair. She crossed her arms and observed Becca solemnly. “There was indeed. I was thinking the opening soliloquy of Richard the Third. It’s two pages long.”

			“Richard the who?”

			“Shakespeare,” Diana said. “A very fine play. You must read it sometime.”

			“Shakespeare?” Becca groused. “No wonder I couldn’t hold it off.”

			Diana shook her head. “I don’t believe you understand. As I said, the soliloquy is two pages long. You held it off until the last line.”

			“So you were thinking, like, the whole soliloquy?”

			“From the moment you let the mantra go. It might have seemed like five seconds to you, my dear. But the soliloquy—done well—takes more than a minute and closer to two.”


			Becca’s eyes widened as she took this in, along with its implications. Nearly two minutes of holding a mental barrier against the invasion of people’s thoughts? It felt like a miracle to her.
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			Holy Redeemer Pentecostal Church had no windows. The reason for this was that it had long ago been decided that nothing from the external world should distract the church’s congregants from worship. So the windows that had existed in the storefront where services took place every Sunday and Bible study occurred every Wednesday night had been boarded up with plywood. The look at first had suggested a hurricane was imminent, and because of this, a committee with marginal talent had painted scenes from the Old Testament upon the wood. Jenn McDaniels thought the place looked like a preschool now, one where the finger painting had gotten badly out of control.

			She was inside, along with her mom. Her little brothers were in the children’s group that met in an airless walled-off section of the former shop. It had once been a hair salon, and the kids’ section was within the storage and color-mixing part of the place. Jenn remembered it only too well. She’d spent her formative years there learning Bible stories while outside in the regular church, the congregation sang, listened to Mr. Sawyer banging the pulpit and preaching his head off, and waited for the Holy Spirit to descend upon them and gift them with tongues.

			Her mom had already received this gift. Nearly every Sunday, her eyes rolled back in her head, and she began to babble. It didn’t matter which part of the service was going on, either. Mr. Sawyer could work himself into a lather about Samson, Delilah, and the scissors, and what all that meant (like get a regular haircut, Jenn thought), and Kate McDaniels would rise, sway, and begin using nonsense words that came out as a murmur and then as a moan and finally a loud exclamation. To Jenn, it was an excruciating spectacle, and when people fell into silent awe, Jenn wanted to sink into the ground and disappear. She had never been able to figure out why anyone would want the Holy Spirit to “bless” them this way. It was her intention never to come close to having Him or Her or It anywhere near her.

			Kate’s ambition for Jenn was the opposite. Having tongues was the pinnacle. She meant Jenn to reach it. So she’d started her out as a five-year-old in the storage and color room of the former salon where Jenn learned that the earth was not billions of years old but rather a creation that took God six days: from the dinosaurs right to Adam and Eve. She’d believed this at first because as a five-year-old that was what you did: you believed adults. She got over that when she went to school and sat in the science class that first mentioned Charles Darwin.

			Now, she squirmed in her seat. Right outside on the island highway, traffic from over town was coming off the ferry. She could hear the grinding of gears from a big tractor trailer climbing the steep slope through the little commercial area that was Clinton. She wished she was on it. Or in one of the cars. In fact, she wished she was anywhere but in this airless room where, she knew, at any moment her mom was going to demonstrate just what the Holy Spirit could do for you if you only waited and prayed enough.

			Kate’s lips had started to move. Her body had started to sway. Liftoff had begun to occur, and there was no way Jenn wanted to witness another display of her mom’s religious fervor.

			So she rose from her chair. She could tell that the people closest to her thought that she was about to declare herself for Jesus. She heard murmurs of “Praise Him” and the like, and she knew that if she didn’t get out of there ASAP, she would be surrounded by the joyful who believed their prayers on her behalf had been answered.

			She stepped over legs. She excused herself. She tromped on two purses and nearly tripped on a stack of hymnals. Behind her, she sensed that her mom was on her feet, and she thought that Kate was coming after her. But when she heard the sound of a deep-throated moan, she knew that she didn’t have to worry.

			Jenn whispered, “Sorry, sorry. Need a bathroom,” and hoped that would be enough. The faithful allowed her to pass to the aisle and from there to dash to the door. She burst outside just as someone behind her shouted, “Come unto me, I pray you.” Jenn shut the door. She breathed in relief. Another Sunday and she’d made her escape.

			It was raining outside. At this time of year, it was usually raining. Or it was gray with clouds or soupy with fog. Sometimes it was white with snow, but that wasn’t often. Mostly it was damp and cold and you had to get used to it or you’d off yourself sometime in the middle of January.

			Jenn was used to it. She’d lived all her life on Whidbey Island, and although her ambition was to live the rest of her life off Whidbey Island, she wasn’t going to be able to do that unless and until she managed a college scholarship that got her far away from this dismal place. But that was more than two years in the future, and in the meantime she had to put up with Holy Redeemer, her mom’s religious fervor, and a degree of poverty that sent the family to the thrift store for clothes and to the food bank for meals.

			It didn’t have to be this way, she told herself. If she had a father with a normal job and a mother who made money doing anything other than driving the Whidbey Island taxi, they wouldn’t have to live at the edge of the water, selling bait to fishermen during the season and illegally selling growlers to the local beer lovers the rest of the time. They would live in one of the three towns at the south end of the island: Freeland, which spread out along enormous Holmes Harbor; Langley, which sat above the waters of Saratoga Passage; or even Clinton, where she stood now in front of one of the strip of shops and empty storefronts and bars that defined the place.

			She wanted a cigarette. She wished she hadn’t given them up. She knew she’d needed to, because of soccer, but at the moment it would have felt so good to be lighting up. Part of the good feeling would have been the satisfaction of a need. The other part would have been the statement that she’d be making, a fine moment of rebellion that she wanted people to see as they came out of the Sunday service.

			But she had no cigarettes and there was no place close by to purchase them. There was just the rain. That and the cars coming off the ferry with their headlights piercing the gloom. They were heading north without stopping, which was poor Clinton’s curse. People opened businesses here and then closed them after a year or two. No one slowed long enough to glance at the windows of the few shops that managed to stay in business. It was a miracle, Jenn thought, that there was anything left in the place at all.

			Behind her she heard voices swelling in song, accompanied by piano music that tried to keep up with them. The piano was played by Reverend Sawyer’s twelve-year-old daughter. She had no talent, but she’d been given tongues when she was eight, so she was much admired.

			“Just look at her, Jennifer,” Kate McDaniels would whisper when the girl made her way to the folding chair that served as piano stool. “Think how deeply God loves her to have sent His Holy Spirit.”

			Jenn would look at her dutifully. The poor kid had absolutely no ankles. Her legs dropped down from her knees like vertical tree limbs, and the knee socks she wore in winter made them look like poles decorated by the anonymous knitters who went around Langley putting sweaters on the street lights.

			Now the girl was pounding the piano enthusiastically. When she missed a note, no one cared.

			At the conclusion of this, Jenn readied herself to face her mom. Kate was going to be furious with her for ducking out.

			Her brothers managed to get out first. Petey was carrying a picture he’d drawn. Andy was carrying three crayons that he’d stolen. Petey’s picture was a stick figure with a sword held high over his head. Andy’s crayons were red, black, and green.

			“It’s Abraham,” Petey announced, holding the picture up proudly. “See, he’s going to kill his kid only the angel’ll stop ’im just before he chops his head off.”

			Jenn examined it. “Where’s the angel?”

			“Not there yet,” Petey said.

			“Where’s the kid?”

			“He was too smart. He ran away.”

			Jenn guffawed, saying, “Don’t tell Mom that. And, Andy, put away the crayons if you got hopes of keeping ’em. Shove ’em in your pocket or something.”

			“But I wanted to show you—” he began.

			She cut him off with, “If you want to keep ’em, you do what I say. Else Mom sees and someone’s gonna get a swat on the butt.”

			“’Kay,” Andy said, and the crayons went into his pocket.

			The congregation began piling out of the church. Jenn was glad that Mr. Sawyer wasn’t the type of preacher who had to greet every single person at the door as they left. Along with her mom, he’d have had something to say about Jenn’s ducking out. For she’d caught his expression as she’d made her way down the row of chairs to the aisle, and he hadn’t looked like someone who thought she was on her way to the nearest toilet.

			“Let’s go,” were Kate McDaniels’s first words. Her tone told Jenn that she wasn’t going to believe any excuse Jenn came up with. “Get in the car,” she said to the boys. “Back seat, please. Jenn and I need to have words in the front.”

			Jenn plodded behind her mother’s slim back to the island taxi. Kate acknowledged the greetings of her fellow congregants and pressed her hand to her chest to receive their awed respect. She was truly humble, and Jenn admired this in her mom. With other people, she never made a big deal about the level of her relationship with God. It was only with Jenn that she became fire, brimstone, and determination.

			They drove up the highway. Kate said nothing till they made the left turn at Deer Lake Road, which would take them in the direction of Possession Point. She said patiently, “Jennifer, this has to stop. You’re not an adult yet, free to make your own decisions. You’re going to have to get with the program as I define it.”

			Jenn looked out the window. They were cruising past farmland that the rain had made into a succession of ponds. “What about Dad?” she protested. “He doesn’t go to church.”

			“Your father is an adult,” Kate said. “His relationship with God is in his own hands. Your relationship with God is not.”

			“I don’t want—”

			“Don’t say you don’t want a relationship with God. You can’t allow that thought in your head. It’s a simple thing for the devil to possess someone your age, and this is how is all begins. Stubborn refusal first and then derision.”

			“Why don’t you ever listen to me?” Jenn fumed.

			“Because your words don’t come from you. They come from the temptations of the outer world and it’s the inner world that matters. That’s the world sanctified by the Holy Spirit.”

			“Mom, I got no intention of ever babbling a bunch of dumb words in front of a crowd of people,” Jenn said. “If that’s what the Holy Spirit has to offer, then no thank you. I really mean it.”

			Kate’s hand was swift. It didn’t hit her. It grasped her by the back of the neck, though, and her grip was so firm that Jenn shouted, “Ow!” although more dramatically than was completely necessary.

			Kate held on, never taking her eyes off the road. She said, “Do not speak of tongues in that way. You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

			“Do you?” Jenn demanded. “Mom, you’re hurting me!”

			“How much hurt do you think you’ll feel if you go to hell?” Kate countered.

			“So if I learn how to moan and shout oohba gooba ully watsie yango doobie doo, I go to heaven? Do you really believe that?”

			“What I believe is that the condition of your soul is my responsibility until you leave my house and are out on your own. So you will obey me on Sunday and every other day of the week.”

			Kate released her grip. Jenn rubbed her neck. She said, “You don’t get me at all, do you?”

			Kate said, “It’s not important that I ‘get’ you. It’s important that I save you. Do you understand?”


			Jenn understood, all right. But the difference between herself and her mother was that while Jenn wanted to save herself, too, the way she had in mind to accomplish this had nothing to do with religion.


		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			


			4

			It was nearly a week after monitoring what went for his grandfather’s recovery progress that Seth and his father, Rich, stood on the front porch of Ralph Darrow’s house along with Becca King. The house was cedar shingled in the manner of the Pacific Northwest, and like many homes and cabins in the area, it was unpainted and had been allowed to weather naturally. Small but perfectly constructed by Ralph’s own hands, the house sat at the base of and behind a modest hill up which the driveway ran from Newman Road. A lawn and a prize-winning garden of specimen trees and massive rhododendrons fronted it. To one side at a distance, a pond spread out. Behind this and behind the house itself, a great forest loomed.

			Seth, his dad, and Becca were examining Ralph’s garden from the porch. The distance allowed them to take it all in. The distance also allowed them to take in the enormous amount of work that needed to be done. Winter in the Pacific Northwest involved a mind-boggling exercise in raking, digging, dividing, transplanting, pruning, hauling, and mulching. And that was just in the garden. The forest needed to be seen to as well. Storms downed trees that required removal, and trails that wound through Ralph’s acreage had to be maintained. Left to their own devices, the trails would be overgrown within a few months as spring brought a burgeoning in the greenery that made it akin to a woods in a fairy tale. Creepers creeped, holly shot up, and yellow archangel and English ivy did their best to choke the daylights out of everything. Winter blow-down from strong storm winds cluttered the landscape. It was a job for a team and not for anyone who didn’t know exactly what to do and how to do it.

			None of them were gardeners. None of them were foresters. Yet something had to be done to maintain the place, and Seth was the one to voice the problem with a mere two words. “It’s epic.”

			“I’ve got no idea how he’s managed to do it,” was his father’s reply.

			“It’s his passion,” Becca noted.

			A movement from near the pond caught their attention. Seth’s golden lab came bounding toward them. Gus had dived into the forest the moment Seth had opened the car door upon his arrival with his father. Some critter, Seth decided, had caught the dog’s attention, and when Gus’s attention was caught, everything related to obedience training went out the window. Now he was feet-to-dog-elbows in mud as he happily loped toward them.

			Becca went for a wooden box on the porch. She brought out one of the bones Ralph kept there for the dog. She threw it, Gus’s eyes went bonkers with thrill, and he crashed through several priceless rhodies to get it.

			“Sorry,” Becca said. “Bad aim.”

			“No worries,” Seth replied. “Maybe he’ll prune ’em for us.”

			A voice called hello from the top of the small hill. There, just out of sight, the parking area for the property formed a rough trapezoid fashioned from grass, gravel, mud, and ruts. The owner of the voice was a broad-beamed woman in jeans, tall rubber boots, and a down jacket with a repair made of a long strip of duct tape on its sleeve. She wore massive gloves that made her look like a cartoon character, and when she finally reached them, Seth could see that she also sported a rather alarming mustache that made him uncertain where to look.

			This was the home health care specialist, and it was because of a visit from her that Seth and his dad had come to Ralph’s place. For her part, Becca lived in the house. She’d joined Ralph as his cook and house cleaner in exchange for a room after a spate of living in a treehouse deep within the man’s forest.

			“Be careful coming down,” Rich Darrow called in greeting to the home health care specialist. “It’s wet. Don’t slip.”

			“Hmmm, yes, I see,” she said, and her tone told Seth she was evaluating what his dad had said. Next to him, he saw Becca remove the earbud from the AUD box.

			“Could use a handrail here,” the health care specialist called out.

			“Right.” Rich went to meet her.

			She made it down safely, came through the arbor that marked the entrance to the garden, and negotiated the stone steps, taking care with the winter moss that grew upon them. Next to him Seth heard Becca murmur, “That’s another problem.”

			But there were problems everywhere when it came to the house, the property, and Ralph’s ability to return to either. The place wasn’t built to accommodate someone who wasn’t able bodied. They didn’t need a home health care specialist to tell them that. So before Ralph would be allowed to return—if he would be allowed to return—the place had to be looked over by an expert. Recommendations had to be made by this expert. Those recommendations had to be followed to the letter and inspected when they were completed. None of this was going to be easy.

			“Steph Vanderslip,” the woman said by way of introducing herself. “You must be Seth. And you are . . . ?” to Becca.

			Rich Darrow was the one to introduce Becca. “Seth’s friend and Ralph’s boarder,” was how he put it.

			“Beck does the house stuff. And she cooks for Grand,” Seth said. “They get along great,” he added. “Huh, Beck?”

			“Long as I don’t have to play chess with him.” She added, so that Ms. Vanderslip would understand, “He always wins. I think he cheats.”

			“Wouldn’t surprise me,” Rich Darrow said.

			Steph Vanderslip said, “You ask me, the older they get, the wilier they become. Say, let’s start outside here so I can keep my boots on for a while.”

			Thus began the evaluation of Ralph Darrow’s property, and Steph Vanderslip was thorough. She began with the four front steps that led up to the porch, pointing out that their slick and unprotected condition could and would lead to broken legs if something wasn’t done to protect the surface against the persistent rain of the Pacific Northwest. In fact, she said, Ralph Darrow would be better served by the removal of the steps altogether and the installation of a galvanized steel ramp of the sort used in boating marinas. No moss, algae, lichen, or anything else grew on galvanized steel, she pointed out. The expense was greater than a wooden ramp but the upkeep was marginal. If the cost was too much for them, then they could go with a wooden ramp, as long as it was weatherproofed with rubber matting, chicken wire, or thick tar paper. Or they could keep the steps—which she didn’t recommend—and protect them in the same manner. If they chose to do that, though, stronger handrails would be needed: one on each side and another down the middle. But even then . . . a ramp would be better.

			Sheesh, Seth thought. This was only the beginning.

			Becca gazed at him. Her look was sympathetic. She was probably figuring things were going to get worse.

			Steph Vanderslip walked them all back up the hill to the parking area. There she asked pointedly, “How’s he going to get down to the house? Obviously, from the road to here can be done by car. But from here to the house . . . ? From the house to here when he has an appointment . . . What’s the plan?”

			“I can help him,” Seth said. “So can Beck. Dad can—”

			“Nope,” Ms Vanderslip said. “He needs to be brought down to the house by vehicle and you currently have no vehicular access.”

			That was true, Seth thought. You arrived at the garden and the house via the trail that encircled and descended the hill. But they could carry Grand down there, and once they had him in the house, how often would he realistically have to leave the place? Once a week? Twice a month?

			“He’d get pretty depressed if he couldn’t get out,” Becca said quietly. “I bet there’s a way, though.”

			Rich Darrow walked over to the side of the hill opposite the side that accommodated the path leading down to Ralph’s garden. Here the land was treed but not heavily forested and it sloped gradually in the direction of the house. “It’s simple enough,” he said to the home health care specialist, “we’ll put in a driveway to the back of the house.”

			Simple wasn’t how Seth would have put it, but when he joined his father, he saw that Rich had a point. Trees would need to come down, but most of them could be sold for lumber, and the profits could pay for the rest of the work to grade the land so that it could accommodate a vehicle.

			Steph Vanderslip gave a we’ll-see-about-that hmph, but she also agreed that a modestly sloping driveway down to the house would solve the problem. Then she led them back down to the house again, pointing out that no handrail existed along the path and Ralph Darrow was lucky no one had slipped, fallen, broken an arm, and sued him. If Ralph became mobile enough, she said, they would definitely need a handrail for him unless they planned to confine him to the house, allowing him to leave only by vehicle.

			Seth wondered at the entire idea of anyone thinking they could “allow” Grand to do something. Grand did what he wanted to do.

			Steph Vanderslip nearly went down as she marched them along the path. She caught herself and shot a look at Seth’s dad that said, See what I mean?

			From there, it was one room at a time. Handrails down the corridor, handrails in the downstairs shower, a seat in the shower as well, handrails on either side of the toilet, a thick bumper around the fireplace hearth to protect Ralph Darrow should he take a fall. As for his easy chair, they would need one simpler for him to get out of, and she recommended the sort with a seat that automatically tilted at the touch of—

			The front door opened, allowing a rush of frigid air to enter the place. They all swung at the sound of, “Ah. Here you are.”

			• • •

			IT WAS SETH’S aunt, and his first thought when he saw her was Crap. We’re in for it now. He saw Becca give him a puzzled glance. She wouldn’t know who Aunt Brenda was, because so far she’d only heard about Rich Darrow’s sister but had never met her. She’d be surprised when she got introduced.

			Brenda looked nothing like someone from Whidbey Island. She didn’t really look Pacific Northwest at all. She showed off her money with designer jeans, handmade Italian boots, a cashmere Burberry scarf, a leather jacket, and a ring with a diamond the size of New Jersey. Her hair was blonde and perfect. So was her makeup. So was everything about her, right down to the Lexus SUV that, Seth figured, was parked up above, standing spotlessly clean on the other side of the hill.

			Seth’s dad was the one to introduce Aunt Brenda to Becca and to Steph Vanderslip. He didn’t mention to his sister what they were all doing there. This didn’t matter, because Steph Vanderslip offered her hand in a shake and said, “We’re just going over what needs to be done to your dad’s house before he comes home.”

			To this Brenda said to Seth’s dad, “D’you want to tell me what’s going on?” Before Rich could reply, Brenda went on to Steph Vanderslip with, “He’s not coming home.”

			Rich said, “Nothing’s been decided, Bren.”

			“Nothing needs to be decided. There’s no decision because there’s only one point that needs to be considered and it’s obvious: He can’t live on his own.”

			Seth said, “He’s not living on his own. Becca lives here.”

			“And what about the fact that Becca lives here?” Brenda asked, giving Becca a dismissive glance. “She’s what . . . fourteen years old?” She turned to Rich Darrow and demanded, “You’re planning to put Dad’s welfare into the hands of a child? Have you lost your mind?”

			“Beck’s sixteen,” Seth offered.

			“Oh wonderful!” Brenda hooted. “That makes all the difference. Is she a health care worker? Doesn’t she go to school? Or is she some kind of freeloading dropout that Dad took pity on?”

			He saw Becca wince, sort of as if she’d been smacked in the face. She put her earbud back in her ear at that point. Seth couldn’t work this one out, since he figured it would have been smarter to do the reverse. Without it, she couldn’t hear his aunt that well. With it, she could hear her perfectly. And what Brenda was saying was pretty mean, as if Becca was an idiot or something.

			Rich said, “Bren, this isn’t the time. . . .” And to Steph Vanderslip, “Seth works in construction. He’s a fine carpenter, so any work that needs to be done isn’t a problem.”

			“Don’t tell me this isn’t the time!” Brenda’s voice went up. “Mike’s coming over to evaluate the property.”

			“No way!” Seth said hotly. “You two don’t have any right to—”

			“Don’t you speak to me like that!”

			“I’ll talk to you how I feel like talking. This is my grandfather!”

			“This is my father!”

			Through this, Steph Vanderslip had been like someone watching a tennis match. She finally said, “You know, I think I’ll be on my way. Obviously, there are family issues that need to be resolved here. But . . .” She looked a little regretful. “One way or another arrangements are going to have to be made for Mr. Darrow.” Saying this, she took herself out of the house, which left the rest of them with Brenda.

			Seth saw Becca ease the earbud out of her ear again as Brenda said in a hiss to Rich Darrow, “You always think you’re so clever. You arranged to have this meeting without me because you knew I’d object. He needs full-time care and he’s not going to get it here.”

			“Not that you’re volunteering to take care of him,” Seth put in.

			She swung on him. “Don’t you dare—”

			“Seth, let me handle this,” Rich said. “Why don’t you and Becca wait outside?”

			Seth didn’t want this. He was too scared that his aunt would strong-arm his dad. Because Brenda had money, Brenda had power. Rich was a glass blower lucky enough to make ends meet. But Seth said, “Come on, Beck,” and he went outside to the porch. On the lawn, Gus looked up from the bone he was working on, and his tail wagged happily. Seth went over to him and patted the Lab’s head.

			He said with some determination to Becca, “He’s not going anywhere but home, Beck.”

			“I know it’s important,” she replied. “It’s what he’d want.”


			“We got to get him here fast. If we don’t, my uncle’s going to come over with his polished shoes and his sports jacket and his razor cut hair and believe me he’s going to have a calculator in his pocket. You ask me, he’ll be looking at the house to sell it and then we’ll be done for, especially if Grand isn’t sitting on the front porch when he shows up.”
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			The work on Ralph Darrow’s house was going to take two weekends. Becca and Seth had first assumed one weekend would do it. But when they had all the supplies gathered and when they stood together outside Ralph’s house, having a look at the scope of the work they’d taken on, they had to admit it couldn’t be accomplished in the two and a third days they had blocked out for it. There was too much to be done, and a lot of it had to be accomplished out-of-doors, where daylight in January was in short supply.

			“Sheesh,” had been Seth’s reaction, and although his thoughts were fuller, they made the same point. No way José had been foremost in his mind, followed by . . . I don’t do this and he ends up getting booted because that’s what she’ll do to him depend on it.

			Becca was pleased by the amount of whispering she picked up from Seth as they stood together. Time was that she’d only heard fragments. Working with Diana Kinsale to block out people’s whispers when she didn’t want to hear them was also improving her ability to hear them when she wished to do so.

			“We can make a serious dent in it, can’t we?” she asked Seth.

			“S’pose,” he said.

			“Then what’s left, you and I can do next weekend. Prynne’ll come back, I bet.”

			Prynne was Seth’s girlfriend: Hester Prynne Haring. She was one of Seth’s fellow musicians, and she’d grown up west of Whidbey Island in the vicinity of the Hood Canal, which stretched its length between the Kitsap and Olympic peninsulas. She and Seth had been together for several months now, and from what Becca had picked up from whispers, things were pretty serious. At least that was the case on Seth’s part. On Prynne’s part . . . Becca wasn’t so sure.

			Prynne came out of the house, followed by Jenn McDaniels and Squat Cooper. Squat was wearing a BOB THE BUILDER baseball cap over his thick, rust-colored hair, and somewhere he’d found a pair of workman’s overalls to go with it. He’d scored tools from his mom’s garage as well, leftovers from before his dad had deserted the family for his receptionist. Despite his appearance as a worker, Squat represented the brains of the group. The rest of them represented the brawn.

			That included Derric, who was up above on the area where the driveway would go in. The trees there had been felled and hauled off by professionals. The profits from selling the downed wood to a lumber mill were being used to buy what they needed to fix Ralph’s house. Two trees, however, had been left where they’d fallen. Seth’s plan was that they would be turned into firewood for his grandfather. They needed to be sawed into manageable lengths, chopped into fireplace logs, and set in covered stacks to dry. Derric had asked for this project. Becca could tell from the roaring of the chain saw that he was deep into it as the rest of them gathered on the front porch of the house.

			It was a frigid day. Seth’s words came out in puffs of vapor as he assigned them their tasks.

			“Jenn and Squat,” he said, “you’re with me on the ramp. Beck and Prynne, you’re doing all the rails for the house. They’re already cut but they need to be stained. The brackets are ready, too. We got stainless steel for the shower, and those’re in the downstairs bathroom ready to mount. Everything else is in Grand’s shop. Everyone okay with that?”

			“We live to serve,” was how Squat put it. He extended his arm to Jenn, adding, “Shall we, dearest?”

			“Don’t make me hurl,” she replied with a roll of her eyes.

			Becca and Prynne headed for Ralph Darrow’s shop, which stood at the foot of the hill down which the new driveway would descend. Overhung with a winter bare wisteria, the shop wasn’t a large building, but it had served Ralph well. It was the first structure he’d put onto his property, and from it he’d built the entire house in which he and wife had lived.

			Inside, Becca and Prynne found the rails that the house needed. They were stacked along one wall in varying sizes, and on them was taped the location of their installation. Brackets to hold them sat on the workbench. These were wrought iron: simple, without ornament, and made by one of the island blacksmiths.

			Prynne looked at the scope of their work and said to Becca, “We got the better deal. Sometimes it’s useful to have only one eye. Otherwise, I’d be outside pounding a hammer, I bet.”

			Becca was switching on the two portable heaters. It seemed even colder in the building than it was outside. She turned to see Prynne popping out her false eye and pulling from the pocket of her long wool skirt a small box and the piratical patch she wore when she didn’t have the glass eye in her empty socket. She stored the glass eye inside the box, positioned the eye patch where it belonged, and fastened the band that held it in place.

			“Don’t want to get sawdust in the old socket,” she said in answer to Becca’s unasked question.

			“You’re nice to help us,” Becca told her.

			“Well, Seth’s my guy,” Prynne said.

			Becca nodded, but the truth was, she wasn’t so sure. Earlier, when Seth and Prynne had entered Ralph’s house in advance of Derric, Jenn, and Squat, she’d hugged hello to both of them. When her hands touched Prynne, she’d had a flash of an image. It had lasted two seconds, perhaps a little longer. But it was enough for her to see a bearded and bony guy looking up from a cluttered table, his eyebrows raised and a smile on his face. Sly, the smile seemed. Knowing as well. Becca felt uneasy when she saw him. She had glanced between Seth and Prynne, and she’d tried to read the level of comfort and trust they had in each other. But that was an impossibility. She might be able to hear their whispers, and she might be able to see through their eyes a previous moment they’d lived through. But that was it.

			Now, she and Prynne set out to do their assigned task. There were two cans of stain to make the railing match the woodwork in the house. Becca opened one of them as Prynne brought two of the rails to the workbench. They worked in silence for a couple of minutes, a silence broken by the periodic roar of the chain saw and Seth’s voice outside Ralph’s shop, telling Squat and Jenn what they needed to do to help him build the ramp. Since he’d already put the posts in, they heard him say, they had to frame out the structure. Grand would have to be able to walk up and down it and he’d also have to be able to be pushed in a wheelchair on occasion, so the degree of the slope . . .

			“He sure loves that guy,” Prynne murmured. “Working all week on construction and then coming here to do more? He’s tough.”

			“He wants Grand home,” Becca said.

			Prynne dipped her rag into the stain and began applying it. “I didn’t get to meet him before . . . you know . . . before the stroke.”

			“He’s great.”

			“Got to be. Nice that you get to stay here, too. I mean, nice that he lets you. Lots of old people . . . that’d sort of be the last thing they’d want, taking in some teenager they don’t really know. How’d it happen?”

			Becca had replaced her earbud when Prynne and the other two kids had come out of the house. That many people in her immediate vicinity still proved too much for her to block out. But now she eased the earbud from her ear, the better to pick up what Prynne might be thinking about Becca King and her advent on the island.

			Becca went with a slight variation of her original story: She’d come north from San Luis Obispo in California to live with her “aunt Debbie” at the Cliff Motel in Langley because her relationship with her mom wasn’t so hot. But things hadn’t worked out with her aunt, and she’d ended up here at Ralph’s because she knew Seth from his job at the Star Store grocery in town. “Where he used to work before construction,” she told Prynne. “He pretty much rescued me.”

			“I know a lot about things not working out with relatives, that’s for sure,” Prynne said frankly when she’d heard the story. She confided that she’d moved out of her parents’ home for just that reason. Port Gamble, she said, had to be the worst place on the planet to grow up. “You ever been there?” she asked Becca. When Becca shook her head, Prynne said, “It’s Nowheresville. There’s nothing nearby. I do not lie. I hate it there.” If I’d never lived there I wouldn’t be no way I’m not thinking about that today.

			Becca gave her a curious look. Thinking about what? was what she wondered. What she said was “Bummer,” and she tried to hear more. She even tried her luck touching Prynne’s arm when she told Prynne she was going to the house to make the sandwiches for lunch after nearly three hours of staining. But nothing else came from Prynne except a brief moment of her fiddle music.

			Becca was assembling sandwiches for everyone when the roar of the chain saw up on the new driveway stopped. She figured Derric was breaking for lunch, and Squat’s and Jenn’s entry to the house followed by Seth and Prynne seemed to support this. Seth went to the fridge and brought out the pasta salad while Jenn and Squat did what they usually did, which was spar verbally. In this case, the sparring had to do with Jenn’s calf muscles. Squat pointed out to her the dangers of becoming too studly. Jenn pointed out to him how little she cared. She strode to the window as the others began loading the table with chips, cookies, fruit, and drinks.

			She said, “There’s some woman coming down the trail, Seth. Wow, that’s seriously dumb footwear. She’s going to . . . Whoops. Ooooh. That’s hard on the ass.”

			Dumb footwear equated to one person, and it wasn’t long before they heard the staccato sound of Brenda Sloan’s boot heels on the front steps over which the ramp was in the process of being built. She marched across the porch and flung open the door. She took in all of them, and Becca thought the course of wisdom was to remove her earbud. She did so as Brenda Sloan said, “What the hell is going on? And who is that black kid up in the forest?”

			The atmosphere was suddenly rife with whispers. Man what a bitch . . . who’s she think . . . when Mike sees this he’s going to understand why . . . better call Dad . . . were just some of them. Diana Kinsale would have called this the perfect opportunity to practice Empty of all there is, but Becca didn’t think that would be the most useful route to take.

			Seth was saying, “That ‘black kid in the forest’ is the under sheriff’s son.”

			“Don’t try to impress me,” Brenda said. “Or intimidate me. Now who are you people and what are you doing in my father’s house?”

			“It’s pretty obvious,” Seth replied. “We’re getting it ready for Grand.”

			“How dare you even think you can go ahead when nothing’s been decided. A twenty-year-old doesn’t get to determine what happens to my father.”

			“Grand is Dad’s father, too, and Dad says Grand stays here.” Or he will came after that, which told Becca volumes. She learned less from the rest flying around the room: Bitch on wheels . . . trespassing . . . all I need after not making money anyway . . . lying to me and maybe back to Port Townsend now.

			“We’ll see about that,” Brenda said.

			The door’s flying open stopped Seth from replying. A well-dressed man walked in, and he had Derric by the arm in a way that suggested he’d dragged him down from the driveway. He said, “D’you want to tell me who the hell this thug is and what he’s doing ripping off Ralph’s trees?”

			It was a jaw-dropping moment. Everyone went silent. Becca shoved her earbud back into her ear. She didn’t want anything more to come at her. Derric’s face was enough. His expression. His eyes.

			Seth said acidly, “He’s our friend, Uncle Mike. And Sheriff Mathieson’s son.”

			Mike dropped Derric’s arm like a branch on fire. “Why the hell didn’t you tell me when I asked you?” he demanded of Derric.

			Becca didn’t need to be without the AUD box to understand what Derric was thinking. Because I’m black was on his face. Because of what you thought because I’m black.

			Mike Sloan looked around. He seemed to take in the markings on the wall that indicated where the handrails were going to be placed. Obviously, he’d already seen the early stages of the ramp to the porch. He said, “You’re completely reducing the value of this place. Trees going down, turning this into a house for the handicapped. D’you have any idea what that does to its sale price?”


			“Doesn’t matter,” Seth said. “Grand’s not selling.”
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			Seth put his arm around Prynne to keep her warm. They were at the dock, outside of the waiting area, having left it when the ferry from Port Townsend made its turn around the mass of Admiralty Head and began crawling through the near waters of Admiralty Bay. All lights were blazing welcomingly upon it. Prynne said, “Finally.” She sounded relieved. But Seth didn’t want her to leave the island.

			He said, “Still wish you’d spend the night.”

			She pulled her knitted cap down over her mass of hair, giving him a smile and scooting even closer for warmth. “Your parents would really love that,” she told him.

			“They’d be cool with it,” he said. “They like you. Plus they already know me and you. . . . You know. . . . Whatever. They wouldn’t care.”

			“You mean they wouldn’t care if we slept together.”

			Seth felt his skin get hot with a blush that went from up his chest and onto his neck and his cheeks. “Well, yeah. No big deal to them.”

			“Parents can be less cool than you think, especially when it comes to kids hooking up right under their noses.”

			“Yeah, but like I said, they know about me and you.”

			“And like I said, you better check it out with them. Anyway, who wants the pressure?”

			Seth was watching the ferry maneuver slowly into the dock. Other walk-on passengers came out of the warmth of the waiting room and into the dark and frigid air. The wind had died down and the sky was clear, heavy gusts having blown away the cloud cover. But without the cloud cover, the temperature had dropped further. With the least precipitation, there would be snow. He said, “What pressure?”

			“Pressure at breakfast. Like, I’m not exactly ready to face your mom and dad over the granola, you know? Anyway, I got to get home to my peeps. I told them I’d be back.”

			Prynne’s peeps were her three roommates: musicians like her. They were also all guys. Seth didn’t like this, but he coped with the fact of it as best he could. He also coped with the fact that in the last month Prynne had moved from her family’s home to Port Townsend without even telling him. He felt odd about this and odder still that she’d not yet invited him over to her place. Because of this and because he’d still not met her housemates—not to mention her parents—he said, “When do I get to meet these guys? It sucks, you know.”

			“That my roommates are guys? The only sucky part is the smell. What is it about guys’ shoes? I have to burn scented candles so the house doesn’t reek. And the idea of doing laundry? Totally a foreign concept to them.”

			“I still want to meet them,” Seth told her. “Wouldn’t mind meeting your parents either.”

			“I’ll try to get them to come to Port Townsend, but I got to tell you: They hardly ever go anywhere. I got no clue why they stay in Port Gamble. I mean, there’s peace and tranquility, and there’s living in a total backwater.”

			The cars began to roll off the ferry. More cars waited on the Whidbey side to make the journey across Admiralty Inlet. Weekend night, and people wanted to head to the Olympic Peninsula for a few days. It was storm watching season, and a popular activity was to book into a cabin along the Pacific Ocean, where waves could rise to twenty feet or more.

			“I could come over with you right now,” Seth offered. “I could even spend the night.”

			“What about Gus? You’d just leave him in the VW wondering where you went?”

			“I’d go get him. He could go, too. Why d’you have to go back tonight anyway? If we’re working on Grand’s house, I need you here.”

			“I’ll be back tomorrow. As for tonight . . . Look, I just need to get home and so do you. We both need to relax for a while. This thing with your aunt and her husband . . . It’s too intense for me. I bet you they’re going to be at your dad’s house when you get there.”

			Seth homed in on the word relax. When Prynne said that, he knew it was just another way of saying that she wanted to get high. That didn’t bother him. Weed was legal in the state. She was close to being the right age to buy it, too. But that she couldn’t figure out another way to relax . . . That was a big deal to him, although he wasn’t sure why. He lied about it, though, saying, “You can do weed at my place, you know. Mom and Dad won’t care. They wouldn’t want it in the house, but outside, it’d be okay.”

			“I’m not going to freeze my ass off smoking outside, bud. And anyway, how okay would it be with you?”

			Truth was, Seth didn’t like her stoned. He didn’t smoke weed himself because it made his learning disabilities worse: causing him more difficulty with reading, writing, or even being able to add or subtract. So early on, he’d learned that weed wasn’t right for him. He didn’t do it, and he had to admit that despite saying he could go back to Port Townsend with Prynne, he didn’t really want to be there when she and her roommates were toking up.

			“I’ll handle it,” he said. “And Gus’ll be all right. He’ll just sleep. Compromise, okay?”

			The cars in the waiting lot began to start their engines. The waiting walk-ons stirred as one of the dock workers moved into position to allow them onto the ferry. Prynne said, “You wouldn’t like it at my place, Seth. These guys . . . they do it pretty heavy. Anway I’ll be back tomorrow, like I said. I’ll come as early as I can.”

			Seth had to be okay with that. He drew her to him, kissed her good-bye, made sure the kiss showed her he would miss her. He felt her fingers play with his ponytail. She tugged on it playfully, whispered good-bye against his lips, and then was gone with a wave as the line of walk-ons moved forward.

			He watched her go. He had a feeling that there was something not quite right about their conversation, but he couldn’t put his finger on what it was. So he told himself he was being a dumbnut, he was smothering her, and he needed to back off. But he wasn’t able to reach a point of believing that. Even saying Prynne was just being Prynne didn’t do much good.

			He waited till the ferry moved away from the dock before he went back to his old VW. Gus greeted him like a long-lost litter mate, his tail thumping in anticipation. Seth reached for the glove compartment and its contents: dog bones the size of shoes. He gave one to the Lab. Gus crunched it happily.

			There was little traffic on the drive south to Seth’s parents’ house. It was over twenty miles, but with only two traffic lights and an eye on the speed limit, it didn’t take Seth long to get there. He kept on alert for deer and other critters. All was still, though, and he made it without incident to an intersection where the highway ran west to east and a road called Coles ran north and south.

			He turned onto the south branch. A wetland to the right created a good-sized pond edged with winter-dead grasses and reeds. To the left, a strip of forest formed a curtain of Douglas firs, alders, and branch-drooping cedars that created a barrier between him and the broad fertile bowl of Maxwelton Valley. His parents lived at the very end of this road, in a house that Rich Darrow had built many years ago. It stood on two acres, and the land also accommodated a refurbished barn, where Rich did his glass blowing, and a small studio, where Amy Darrow did her weaving, her knitting, and her flat-surface design projects. These two buildings adjoined each other and were separated from the house by the goat pen, the vegetable garden, and a wide strip of land where a Lexus SUV was parked.

			Seth knew what it meant that his aunt and uncle were inside his parents’ house. So he was going to need a moment to center himself before facing what was probably going to be a family firestorm.

			He parked behind the SUV, let Gus out, and followed the Lab to his usual spot for sniffing, peeing, and all the rest. This vantage point on his father’s property looked out in the darkness at the lights from the scattering of buildings—farmhouses and barns—that formed an enclave across the valley called Midvale Corner. Between where he stood and that tiny community lay a placid shield of water that was Miller Lake. It wasn’t large, but it reflected the wind-cleared sky, and so it looked in the night like a miniature, earthbound Milky Way.

			Gus snuffled. Seth waited. He imagined he could hear raised voices from within his parents’ house.

			When the dog had done all he intended to do and was unable to scare up a rabbit to chase, Seth told him to come. Gus hesitated, but when Seth said his name sharply, the Lab seemed to decide that obedience might serve him well. He loped back to join Seth, and they went to the house. They entered into the middle of an argument, just as Seth had figured they would. Gus sought his bed. Seth couldn’t blame him. He wished he could have done the same.

			Everything was as it usually was when his aunt came to call. The house was small; all rooms save the bedrooms opened onto each other. So Seth could take everything in with a glance. Mike Sloan was sitting on the sofa, which he’d probably brushed free of cat fur before depositing his well-dressed butt on it. Seth’s dad, Rich, was sitting backward on one of the dining chairs, his arms resting on its back. Seth’s mom, Amy, was leaning against a counter in the kitchen, looking seriously pale. Brenda was pacing and waving her arms. No surprise there, Seth thought. It was what Aunt Brenda did.

			Seth’s immediate concern was for his mom. She’d had emergency surgery just two weeks earlier, when her bowel had become bizarrely twisted, leaving her a weeping lump of pain on her bedroom floor at 2:00 A.M. Seth didn’t know how that kind of thing happened to someone, and he didn’t care. He just wanted his mom to get better. So did his dad. She needed to concentrate on healing, and anything that took her mind away from that was something that Rich and Seth didn’t want in the house.

			Like Aunt Brenda and Uncle Mike, Seth thought. Like Aunt Brenda doing what she was doing at the moment, which was loudly demanding, “And who exactly is supposed to take care of him when he gets home? Are you going to do it, because it can’t be Amy. She can barely move. She won’t be able to lift a thing for months, so how d’you expect—”

			“Amy’s not involved in this,” Rich Darrow said.

			“Then who is? You? Seth? You can’t take care of him, and he needs taking care of. We saw him today. He’s not making progress. The light’s completely gone from his eyes. He knows he’s not going to get any better than he is right now.”

			“He will if he knows he’s going home,” Seth put in.

			Brenda ignored him and said to her brother, “You’re holding that out like a carrot on a stick: telling him he’ll be able to go home when you know he can’t. That’s cruel. To lie like that to Dad . . . Plus to allow your son to carry on this . . . this project or whatever it is on Dad’s house . . . I don’t agree to it. I never agreed to it.”

			“He needs to go home, Bren,” Rich Darrow said wearily. “And there are aides who’ll be trained to help him.”

			“And who intends to monitor these aides? Who’s planning to be there to make sure they aren’t . . . You know what those people can be like. They worm their way into a sick person’s life and pretty soon he’s signed everything over to them!”

			“You’re getting carried away,” Rich said.

			“Oh really? When was the last time you saw him?” Brenda demanded. “Do you know how bad things have gotten? D’you have any clue how vulnerable he is?”

			Amy stirred. She looked exhausted. “That’s not fair, Brenda. Rich is there at least four times a week. If he can’t go, Seth goes. Even when Rich can go, Seth goes.”

			“And what they do is fill his head with pipe dreams.” She turned to Rich and said, “Have you tried to see if he understands what’s going on? Mike and I were there for an hour today, and we got nothing from him.”

			“Grand knows who everyone is,” Seth told her. “He knows me and he knows Dad. He knows Mom had surgery. He knows why she hasn’t been there to see him. So maybe he just doesn’t want to know you.”

			Mike Sloan said, “That mouth of yours is going to get you into real trouble, Seth.”

			Rich cut in quickly with, “Let me handle this, Seth.”

			Seth said, “She wants to sell the place, Dad. That’s the only reason she came to the island. They don’t want Grand home no matter what kind of care he has when he gets there. They went to see him to make sure he won’t understand what they’re up to and—”

			Mike Sloan surged to his feet. Brenda said, “Mike . . .” and he said to Seth, “I’ll advise you to shut up until you know what you’re talking about.”

			But Seth went on. “They were there to check everything out, Dad, so they could come up with a price. Only they didn’t expect to find me there working.”

			“You have no idea why we were there. And you have no permission to alter my father’s house.” Brenda swung on Rich. “Are you behind what he’s doing? Have you seen what he’s doing?”

			Rich rose but it wasn’t in anger. He said reasonably, “Bren, we’re not going to end up on the same page about this, so we need to let it go for now. And yes, I know what Seth’s doing to the house: exactly what the health care specialist told us to do.” He extended his hands, palm up, in one of those help-me-understand-this gestures. He said, “You knew this was going to happen, so I don’t get all the drama.”

			“He can’t live alone,” Brenda said. “You damn well know it.”

			“He won’t be living alone,” Seth said. “Becca’s there. She lives there, too. And if you’re so freaked out about a home aide person getting too friendly with Grand, Becca can—”

			“Oh yes, Becca,” Brenda scoffed. “Your sixteen-year-old friend. She’s going to keep an eye on things, is she? How is she supposed to do that?” She turned to Rich. “Dad needs to be moved to a place where he can be taken care of, and where there’s no chance that someone is going to take advantage of him.”

			“He’s going to be taken care of,” Seth insisted. “And no one’s going to be able to take advantage of him.”

			“He’ll have to be bathed and fed and dressed and undressed and taken to the bathroom,” Brenda went on, as if Seth hadn’t spoken. “He’ll have medications he’ll need to take and physical therapy he’ll have to get to. He’ll need nursing and a proper diet and whatever else, and assisted living will give him that. Are we going to have to go to court over this, Rich?”

			“Brenda, please,” Amy said. “You know we can’t afford to fight this out in court.”

			“If that’s the case,” Brenda said with a smile, “maybe you ought to adjust your thinking as to what’s actually good for my father.”

			• • •

			IT TOOK SETH several days to work out how he could get Grand home and make sure he was well taken care of so that his aunt had no reason to take his father to court. The home health care aides were not a problem. The state of Washington had provisions that would help pay for that. It was the monitoring of those aides that was going to be trickier. Someone needed to do it in order to appease Brenda, and that was an expense no one in his family could afford except his aunt, who wasn’t going to hand out a dime to help them.

			During this time of tossing around ideas, he and his friends continued to work feverishly to get the house ready. The weather cooperated, so the ramp went up quickly. Inside the house, all of the handrails got securely placed. Ralph’s belongings got moved from his bedroom above to Becca’s below, and Becca’s got moved up into his. All that was left was the completion of the driveway, and one of Seth’s fellow construction workers had signed on to do that, in exchange for Seth’s paying for materials and gas. From the sale of the downed trees, there was money enough, so the driveway got professionally graded and a porous surface of stone was applied, which would harden over time. No one could accuse it of being anything less than perfect for getting Grand down to his house.

			Having someone there twenty-four hours a day to make sure the home health aides didn’t “take advantage” of Grand was trickier, naturally. Seth couldn’t do it because he worked. His mom couldn’t do it because she had six months of healing in front of her. His dad had to keep up with his glass blowing. Options, thus, were limited. But Seth saw a way, and after work one day, he caught the ferry to Port Townsend to begin the process of making it all happen.

			Prynne didn’t know he was coming. Seth figured he could kill two birds with one stone that way. He could not only spell out the plan to her, but he could also meet her roommates at last. Trouble was, he didn’t have her address, only the knowledge that she now lived somewhere in the upper town, where Victorian homes, fishing bungalows, and getaway houses of Seattleites filled the streets. And there were many of those streets. He knew he couldn’t drive up and down them in his VW, hoping to find the house Prynne lived in. But once he called her from the ferry dock, what was she going to do?

			It turned out that what she wasn’t going to do was invite him over. What she said when he announced that he was in the parking lot of the sporting goods store right next to the ferry dock was, “Here? I wish you’d let me know you were coming over, Seth. This isn’t a good time. Why didn’t you call me before you got on the ferry?”

			He’d expected surprise, followed by delight. The surprise was there, but not the other. He said, “I need to talk to you and I wanted it to be in person. There a problem with that?”

			“Only that the guys are totally obliterated here. They can’t even talk.”

			“That’s okay, since I don’t want to talk to them.”

			“You wouldn’t like it. Two of them are practically comatose. Look, I’ll meet you downtown.”

			“I don’t get why—”

			“Seth, I just told you. The guys are loaded. Why don’t we meet at the coffeehouse? I can be there in less than ten minutes.”

			He knew which coffeehouse she meant. Although this was the land of coffeehouses, and although in most towns in Washington you couldn’t walk half a block without running into two of them, in Port Townsend there was only one. Several places sold espresso, of course. But when it came to a real coffeehouse . . . It was where he’d first heard Prynne playing her fiddle.

			He said okay. If she didn’t give him her address there was no other way he was going to see her. So he rumbled out of the parking lot, telling Gus that a wait in the car was in store for him. The Lab did his tail-thumping bit. He’d just spent the entire day dashing around the construction site where Seth was working. He’d had the companionship of two other dogs. He was ready for a nap.

			The coffeehouse was practically at the end of Port Townsend’s main street of old brick buildings housing boutiques, antiques shops, and art galleries. It took up space in one of the ancient warehouses not far from the dock where fishing boats still went into Puget Sound. It was exactly what a coffeehouse should be: furnished with slouching sofas and tattered easy chairs, heated by a wood-pellet stove, dimly lit. Its walls were painted oxblood and its floor was beaten-up reclaimed lumber. Posters covered it, commemorating ancient rock bands and advertising appearances of newcomers.

			When Seth walked in, there was music playing, sort of an aimless strumming on a guitar. It was, he saw, coming from a guy with tattoos covering his neck and his hands. When he looked up at the rush of cold air, Seth saw he’d also had himself inked with KISS ME across his forehead. He was completely stoned.

			Looking around, Seth picked up on the fact that other stoners were in the coffeehouse. Even the barista looked halfway gone. He wondered why he’d not noticed any of this the only other time he’d been in the place. But Prynne, he decided, was the answer to that. He’d been there to hear her play, and once he’d caught sight of her, he hadn’t noticed another thing.

			He ordered a drip coffee for himself and a decaf skinny latte for Prynne. He was sitting at a table with these and a bran muffin when she breezed in the door. Before he could stand or say hi, two of the stoners called out, “Prynne, hey” and “Here comes trouble,” this with a laugh. Prynne gave them a smile and a raised-eyebrow nod before she walked over to Seth and put her arms around him. She kissed him and said, “My dude, my man. You look banged up. Hard day at work?”

			She stepped back and eyed the small table with its offering of muffin and latte. She dropped into a chair and said, “Sorry for being such a pig on the phone. It’s just that the guys . . . It wouldn’t’ve been a good scene.”

			She picked up her latte and saluted him with it. He picked up his coffee to do the same. She winked at him and he wanted to smile at her. But he could tell that she, too, was stoned.

			He decided to ignore it. There was something more important than telling her she probably shouldn’t get on her Vespa if she’d just done weed.

			His face must have given him away, though, because Prynne said, “Seth. Come on. You know I smoke weed. Just because you don’t, it doesn’t mean—”

			“Weed whacks me out. I can’t even read when I do it.”

			“Well, that’s not the case for me, okay? And since I don’t do it in front of you, you need to ease off if you just show up, without telling me you’re coming, and I’m stoned.”

			He said, “Yeah. Okay, okay,” but the truth was that she reeked of weed. It was like she’d taken a bath in it. He said, “You been doping all day?”

			“Seth, you came here. I didn’t invite you. I smoke with the guys and it’s no big deal.”

			“What’s that mean anyway? ‘With the guys.’ And why don’t you want me to meet them?”

			Prynne set down her latte. She observed him with her good eye. She said, “Is that what we’re going to talk about? ’Cause if it is, I’m out of here. I love you, and I don’t want to fight with you.”

			She was right. Going in that direction was stupid, and it wasn’t why he’d come. He said, “Sorry. I’m blowing it.” He went on to tell her the plan.

			He had a proposition for her, he said. It had to do with the care of his grandfather. Grand was coming home, no doubt of that. There would be home health care aides to help him out. But his family wanted someone to be there to make sure they treated Grand right because sometimes when someone was old and vulnerable and not able to talk right . . . Prynne got that, huh?

			“Sure,” Prynne said, although she cocked her head and Seth could tell she was wondering where this was leading.

			Becca was there to make sure everything was okay from her after-school hours until the next morning, Seth told her. He himself could be there to make sure everything was okay on weekends. But on weekdays . . . from seven in the morning till Becca returned after school, someone else had to be there. Seth hoped it would be Prynne.

			She said, “You mean to go back and forth from here to Whidbey every day? I can’t afford that, Seth. I don’t have money for the gas, not to mention for the ferry.”

			“That’s not what I’m thinking,” he told her.

			“Then what? You planning to pick me up every day and cart me to your grandfather’s place and then bring me back? How’re you going to do that and still work?”

			Seth pointed out to her that she didn’t have a regular job and that she currently relied on her gigs with the fiddle to make money. He said to her, “What if we paid you? It would only be minimum wage, but you wouldn’t have expenses because you could stay right on Whidbey at my parents’ place.”

			“Where? On that sleeping porch?”

			“In my bedroom. We’ll share it. You’d get room and board and minimum wage and all you have to do is keep an eye on how things’re going with Grand during the day. You’d just watch out for him. Sort of make sure the home care person’s doing the job. You could take him to PT, too, and help him practice whatever they tell him that he’s s’posed to practice. You could make him lunch if the aide’s doing something else, but that’s it. Really, Prynne, it’s no big deal.”

			“Uh . . . how am I supposed to get him to PT, Seth? On the back of the Vespa?”

			“You can use his truck.”

			“And how am I supposed to get him inside the truck?”

			Seth considered this. To this problem, there was a simple solution. “We’ll trade. You take Sammy—”

			Prynne smiled. “Wait! You’ll let me drive your V-dub? Your perfectly restored, pristine, polished, always washed 1965 V-dub?”

			He smiled back. “Hard to resist, huh? Yeah, you can drive Sammy and I’ll take Grand’s truck.”

			She cocked her head. “Do your parents know about all this? Me moving into their house, showing up for meals, sharing a bedroom with you? How are they going to feel about that?”

			“Sheesh, Prynne. They didn’t even get married till after I was born, and my sister’s older than me, okay? Figure that one out. And besides . . .” He reached for her hand, although his own was rough with work. But she didn’t seem to mind and she laced their fingers together. “I want you to be on Whidbey,” Seth told her.

			She seemed to be studying their joined hands, and at first Seth thought she wasn’t going to reply. He thought he’d misread her somehow, that her feelings for him weren’t as strong as his were for her. When she said “Can I have a couple of days to decide?” he was disappointed, and he knew his face showed it. He said, “Why? Don’t you want to be with me?”

			“I don’t know how it’d all work out. I mean, such as it is, I have a life here.”

			“You’d have one on Whidbey, too. You’d have more of a life because we’d be together.”

			“In your parents’ house,” she reminded him.

			“Just at first.”

			“I need a couple of days. And you need to go over all this with your parents.”

			“Okay,” he said. “A couple of days.”


			But he felt uneasy about her hesitation.
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			The following Monday Jenn McDaniels was running the trails behind South Whidbey High School. The school backed up to a large community park: a vast area of forest that was accompanied by a concrete skateboard bowl with jumps and rails, a playground for little ones, a baseball diamond, and enormous open lawns that were used for soccer. The forested section was filled with trails, and here the various athletic teams at the high school ran. Jenn’s team was girls’ soccer, varsity level. She was the center midfielder, and although soccer season was finished, it was her intention to make it onto the All Island Girls’ Soccer team, whose tryouts were in May this year. She’d tried out during the previous year, but she hadn’t put enough effort into her prep, so she hadn’t made it past the first cut. That wasn’t going to happen this time around. The All Island team was her key to an athletic scholarship. An athletic scholarship was her key to going to college. If she didn’t go to college, she’d have nothing in her future but finding a lousy job on Whidbey, living at home, fighting with her mom about religion, and listening to her read the Bible aloud, special emphasis on Sodom and Gomorrah.

			She was on her eighth time around the Waterman Loop, hurtling along the north side of the upper field where a fellow member of the high school team, a girl called Cynthia Richardson, was still working on her goalie skills. She’d been there each time Jenn had run past, in the company of another girl: Lexie Ovanov. Lexie wasn’t a member of the soccer team, so she was pathetic at keeping the ball away from Cynthia. It didn’t seem to matter to either of them, though, since every time Jenn dashed by, they were yelling at each other and shrieking with laughter at how bad Lexie was.

			Jenn wasn’t sure what the point was. It wasn’t like Cynthia actually needed to train. She’d made the All Island team every year since ninth grade. She was a super player. She was also tough not to notice. She was five foot ten, she was blond, she was blue eyed, and she had a perfect complexion. She’d had a 4.0 average probably since kindergarten, and for that same amount of time she’d been one of the most popular girls in South Whidbey School District. So when she was elected homecoming queen, no one batted an eye. It was, after all, expected. But what wasn’t expected was Cynthia taking Lexie Ovanov as her date to the homecoming dance. That had definitely made a statement.

			“You are totally pathetic!” Jenn heard Cynthia call out to Lexie on a burst of laugher. “Kick the ball, dummy. This isn’t bowling.”

			“Kiss my butt,” was Lexie’s reply.

			“Bring it over here,” Cynthia called out.

			Jenn ran on, past the field, into the woods, down the slope, under the trees. She came out at the top parking lot where Becca King was waiting for her, a stopwatch in one hand and a clipboard in the other. Becca clicked the stopwatch and made a note. Jenn stumbled to a stop, breathing hard.

			“Better,” Becca said.

			“How much?”

			Becca examined the clipboard and did the math. “Two point five seconds.”

			“That sucks.”

			“Isn’t the point to keep shaving off seconds?”

			“The point is not to be wrecked at the end of eight laps.”

			Becca scratched her cheek and observed Jenn thoughtfully. “Well, it’s not like I didn’t tell you to give up smoking.”

			“I gave it up!”

			“When? Last week?”

			“Very funny.” Jenn walked to a bench and plopped down. From there, she examined her friend. “You and my mom would get along great,” she told Becca. “You’re both holier than holy.”

			Becca walked over to join her. “You mean I get into heaven just ’cause I don’t smoke? How cool is that!” She laughed. “Does it mean that otherwise I c’n be as bad as I want to be? ’Cause if it does, I’m signing up.”

			“Great. Speaking in tongues will be your future,” Jenn told her.

			“I’d sort of prefer to use my tongue for other stuff.”

			“You, girl, are very bad.” Jenn bent to retie her shoes. They were old and filthy, a score from Good Cheer Thrift Store down in Langley. She’d tried to clean them up about six times but had given up the effort. She knew she needed to replace them, but as always, she lacked the funds.

			Becca seemed to know what she was thinking. She said, “How’s the job hunt going?”

			“It’s not. I’d become a streetwalker if someone was actually out on the streets after five P.M. around here. What about you?”

			“Nothing. There might be something with Mr. Darrow, but I don’t know yet.”

			“You still alone at Mr. Darrow’s house?” Jenn sat back up, saw Becca nod, and said, “Ooohhh, that must be nice for you and Derric.” Jenn laughed when she saw the color sweep into Becca’s cheeks. “So?” she encouraged her.

			“So . . . what?”

			“Come on. You’re in a dream situation. You guys doing it?”

			Becca’s eyes widened. “Jenn!”

			“What? Not my business? It’s always the business of the BFF to know what the other BFF is up to. Come on. Give. Your secrets are totally safe with me.”

			“Don’t you have a shower to take?” Becca gestured vaguely in the direction of the high school, which sat beyond two baseball diamonds, the skateboard area, and the children’s playground.

			“That must mean yes.”

			“No. It doesn’t. I’m not ready.”

			“To spill?”

			“To have sex with Derric. Not the whole thing, I mean.”

			Jenn rose from the bench. She stretched. As she did, she said to Becca, “Aren’t you worried he’ll do it with someone else? I mean, he’s a guy. He’s . . . What is he anyway? Seventeen?”

			“Eighteen.”

			“Eighteen? Geez, in some cultures he’d already be married. Aren’t you worried?”

			“About him doing it with someone else?” Becca hooked up her ear thingy. She fiddled with the connection to the iPod on her waist. “He already did.”

			Jenn felt her eyes bug out. “No way.”

			“Way.”

			“But he’s, like, supremely into you. Now you have to put out. Are you . . . I mean . . . Are you doing anything at all?”

			Becca became red to the roots of her hair. She said, “Jenn!”

			“Okay. Okay. Just tell me this: naked or not.”

			“Sometimes. And that’s all I’m saying. I don’t bug you about your love life.”

			Jenn guffawed and slapped Becca on the back. “Like I have one?” was her response.

			• • •

			THEY PARTED WAYS back at the school. Becca headed for her bike in the stands in front; Jenn made her way to the girls’ locker room. Inside, she heard the showers running and over the sound of the water, singing. The choice of tune was “I Will Survive,” and Cynthia and Lexie were belting it out, with interruptions of “That’s not how it goes!” “Is too!” “Is not!” And then laughter and laughter. Those two were very big on laughter.

			Jenn went to her locker. She grabbed her towel and headed toward the showers herself. When she got there, it was to see Cynthia and Lexie soaping each other’s bodies, though. She stopped dead because they’d also fallen silent. Before she could turn away and make tracks out of there, they stopped soaping and they started kissing. Jenn beat a retreat as fast as she could.

			• • •

			AT THIS HOUR, the only way to get home was the island transit bus. Once Jenn had her backpack of homework, she plodded across the school’s front parking lot and out to the shelter along Maxwelton Road. She was waiting there when a silver Honda with Seahawks stickers all over the driver’s door came out of the parking lot and rolled her way.

			Cynthia was driving. Lexie was in the passenger seat. Cynthia lowered her window and called out, “Jenn! You need a ride?”

			The last thing Jenn wanted—aside from being naked with those two—was to be in a car with them. She said, “Nah. It’s okay. The bus’ll be here in a couple of minutes.”

			“You sure?”

			“Yep. Thanks, though.”

			“We saw you on the trail,” Cynthia called back. “Looking good. Bye!”

			Then she was gone and Jenn could breathe again. The two girls drove off in the opposite direction, toward Langley. It was just as well, Jenn thought, that she hadn’t accepted Cynthia’s offer because it would have taken the girl way the hell out of her way.

			• • •

			JENN HAD TO ride two different bus routes to get home from the high school. This meant a wait in the wind and in the rain that had begun to spit from the sky when she alighted from the first bus, hung around for a bus from another route, and then alighted once again at a triangle of rough, cabin-like buildings that formed a hobbit-sized commercial area called Bailey’s Corner. She could have ridden the second bus farther at that point, in order to end up closer to her home, but she wanted to talk to the proprietor of the small market that was the main feature of the Corner, and she knew from experience that he would be there till seven o’clock when he shut down for the night.

			So she dodged through the rain and, with her backpack of homework slung over one shoulder, she dashed to the market. The door banged closed behind her.

			Tiny Holiday was behind the counter, and he was neither. The size of a Jeep, he possessed a funereal air that had long suggested to his customers a serious lack of vacation time on sun-drenched beaches or in snowy ski resorts. He was hunched over a magazine when Jenn entered the premises, and he hid this reading material beneath the counter in a furtive move that suggested the publication’s questionable nature.

			“Say what, Jenn?” was his greeting. “Whatcha need?”

			“A job,” she told him. “You been thinking any more about my proposal?”

			“Big storm coming,” was his reply, with a look directed outside into the darkness. Both of them could hear the wind howling, and a howling wind meant trees crashing onto the island roads and through people’s roofs. “Your parents know you’re out in this?”

			“Course they know,” Jenn told him, a marginal falsehood. Since she wasn’t yet home from school, they knew she was somewhere. “So I’m wondering if you’ve thought about the job? See, I could do ’bout anything for you, only it has to be in the morning because I got soccer after school. Or I could come here after soccer and close up the place for you, and that way you could go home and have dinner with your family. You’d get home around six or even five-thirty if I get lucky with the buses. What d’you say?”

			“Too dangerous,” Tiny Holiday told her.

			“What’s too dangerous? Eating with your family? Why? Do they throw knives or something?”

			He har-harred appreciatively but then said, “Too dangerous having a teenager here to close the place is what I mean. There’s been break-ins all over South Whidbey and two armed robberies at the Wells Fargo over in Clinton. We got druggies living in the woods and coming out only when they need to score, and the only way they can score is with someone else’s money. So the answer is still no.”

			Jenn was not about to be deterred. “What about early morning?” she said. “Druggies don’t like to get up early.”

			Tiny rolled his eyes. “I’m not about to open this place any earlier than seven, girl.”

			“But there’d be customers. People on the way to the ferry. They’d buy coffee. They’d buy doughnuts. We could try it and see how it goes. I could open up for you at five. Or even four because of the early ferry.”

			He shook his head. “Not enough business, Jenn. I’d be paying you more than I’d be taking in.” He raised his head as a loud crack indicated a heavy branch coming down nearby. He said, “You get home now. You can use the phone to call your dad to come pick you up if you’d like.”

			She didn’t want that. She wanted a job. She shook her head and left the place after telling Tiny Holiday that she’d be fine. Her parents would be too busy anyway to have to come up from Possession Point.

			Just outside the little market, Jenn dug inside her backpack for her flashlight. There were no street lights on the island roads, and once she left Bailey’s Corner for the long walk to Possession Road, she’d be in complete darkness with only the wind and rain as companions.

			She set off into a frenzy of storm gusts. It was long way home, and she wanted to kick her own butt for having gotten off the bus in order to talk to Tiny Holiday again.

			She needed a job. Now. Yesterday. Whenever. She had to come up with the fee for the All Island team, and she also had to grab funds somewhere in order to purchase better shoes and decent equipment, none of which was going to be on sale at any of the thrift stores on the island.

			It took forty minutes for her to make the walk home, but at last she reached the pockmarked driveway that led to her family’s ramshackle house. It was on a property that had seen its heyday at least sixty years previously, and the features of this place were now piles of junk like old toilets and fishing nets and orange road cones, along with a single wide dump of a trailer that had been briefly occupied the previous year but was now as empty as her family’s bank account.

			Lights from a car came jostling toward her from the house. That would be her mom, Jenn figured. She stepped to one side, but her mom didn’t pass. Instead, she halted the car, rolled down her window, and gave Jenn a look that took in her bedraggled appearance.

			“Where on earth . . . ?” she began.

			“Soccer practice, the island bus, and talking to Mr. Holiday about a job.”

			“Again? Jenn, honey, no means no.”

			“Sometimes it means ask me later.”

			“Not in this case, I’m afraid.” Kate tapped her fingers on the steering wheel and frowned into the storm. She said, “I just got a call, so you’ll need to help your father finish making dinner. It’s easy enough. Hot dogs cut up, put into baked beans. You know your dad, though. Mr. Secret Ingredient. There’s bread and canned corn, too.”

			“What about you? Coming back for dinner?”

			Her mother shook her head. “Bible study tonight.”

			“Aren’t you having anything to eat, then?”

			“The Lord has other plans for me. I trust in Him and in His ways. For He is—”

			“Yeah, yeah,” Jenn said. “See you later.”

			She started to trudge off, but her mom went on with, “It wouldn’t hurt you to become familiar with the Bible, Jennie.”

			Jenn ticked a salute at her. “It’s on my to-do list.”

			Before her mother could make any further comment, Jenn headed in the direction of Possession Sound. Out of the darkness, lights began to emerge. They came from across the water, in the windows of the more expensive houses in the town of Mukilteo. They also came from the nearby shabby old building that was the house where Jenn had grown up.

			Its special features were a listing front porch, sheets hung at the windows and inexpertly made into curtains, and siding with great splintered patches where the weather had worn completely through the paint. Near the house, Jenn’s dad had his brew shed. Its lights were on, so she figured he hadn’t gotten around to beginning the dinner yet. Typical of Bruce McDaniels, she thought. Between beer and baked beans, he’d always choose beer. Besides, this was yet another source of income for the family. His brews were popular, so he had to keep up with demand.

			But when she opened the door, her father wasn’t inside the shed. She sighed, switched off the light, and fastened the padlock on the door.

			She found her dad where he was supposed to be. He stood in the kitchen with a completely unnecessary apron wrapped around him. He was doing something with a loaf of bread while Jenn’s little brothers wrestled on the living room floor. They were in a dispute over the television remote, she saw. Pretty dumb, as they didn’t have cable and had to rely on a completely inadequate antenna to pick up the two channels that they actually were able to watch.

			Her father turned from the counter on which he was fashioning his creation. He said, “Jenn o’ my heart! Home at last!” and his slurred voice suggested he’d been sampling brew again. He waved around himself in an expansive gesture that took in the kitchen. “Are you here to assist or just to admire?”

			She walked over to see what he was doing, which was using cookie cutters shaped like whales and maple leaves to make fanciful shapes out of the bread. A lot of it was, however, going to waste. He also had the habanero sauce out along with a bag of hardened brown sugar. She sighed and said, “Want me to take over? Might be faster and those guys—” She jerked her head at her brothers. “They’re not going to settle down till they eat.”

			“An answer to my prayers,” Bruce said. “I shall advise your brothers that table setting might be in order.”

			Good luck with that, was what Jenn thought. She found the canned corn her mom had told her about. She stirred the baked beans with their chopped-up hot dogs. It was a meager enough meal, but sometimes they didn’t even have this much. Then it would be pancakes for dinner. Syrup, no butter.


			She hated her life.
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			When Becca looked out the window the following Sunday morning, what she saw was a mass of gray so thick that her field of vision ended at the poles holding up Ralph Darrow’s front porch. There had been fog before during her time on Whidbey Island, but she’d not yet seen fog like this. Becca didn’t even notice Derric till he was on the porch itself. He wore a heavy winter parka and a blue and lime-green ski cap with SEAHAWKS printed on the front of it. He wore gloves and boots as well. From this Becca understood that it was not only foggy outside. It was also bitterly cold.

			Usually she attended church with Derric and his family, something she’d been doing since Christmas. After the service, their habit was to head to a coffee roaster deep in the woods where they enjoyed bantering over breakfast. But today Derric had claimed that he and Becca wanted instead to go over town, taking the ferry that would allow them to catch a movie in nearby Lynnwood. This wasn’t the actual case, but there was no way that Derric would consider telling Dave and Rhonda Mathieson the truth.

			Becca didn’t like lying to them. But anything less than lying, Derric had argued, was going to make his parents suspicious. For the reality was that he had been invited to La Conner for Sunday lunch, and if he told them that, he would have to tell them who Jeff and Darla Vickland were. That would lead to him having to tell them how he’d become acquainted with a family all the way up in La Conner, which would lead to him having to bring up Rejoice.

			He could have done this, naturally. But the problem was he’d already pointed out a different and older girl in a photograph of his days in an African orphanage, and he’d told his parents she was Rejoice, the object of a childhood crush. For Dave had come across a slew of unsent letters Derric had written to someone called Rejoice. His curiosity had been piqued by these letters, and he’d started to ask questions to which Derric had manufactured answers.

			To Becca, the moment when Derric’s parents started to ask him about Rejoice represented the moment he could have explained that he had a sister, that as a little boy of five years old, he’d not known to tell Children’s Hope of Kampala that one of the mass of abandoned and orphaned children they’d picked up from an alley in the city was his sister. But whenever Becca brought this up, he countered with the fact that he should have told Children’s Hope that the two-year-old girl was his sister. And since he hadn’t, he didn’t want to wreck the way his parents looked at him: both as their son and as a person.

			“I was a selfish rat” was how he put it.

			Her reply of “You were five years old when you first met Rhonda. There’s no such thing as a five-year-old rat” never made any difference.

			So today she just said that she didn’t like lying to Dave and Rhonda. Derric’s reply as they climbed into his Forester was, “I’ve been lying to them for the past nine years and even before that. Another lie isn’t going to kill them or me. Don’t you ever lie when it’s the only thing to do?”

			Becca didn’t reply as she fastened her seat belt. The only response she could have made was the one she also couldn’t make: Her entire life on Whidbey Island was a lie.

			They rumbled from Newman onto Double Bluff Road where the fog was so dense that they couldn’t see the one hundred yards to the island highway. They crawled along, and Becca worried about what it was going to be like for Derric, driving all the way to La Conner, where the fog was probably going to be worse. He was planning to take the freeway to get there instead of driving up the island and crossing Deception Pass Bridge. He figured there would be less fog this way, and Becca could only hope he was right. He was also dropping Becca in Langley. She had work to do in the library there, using the library’s Internet for a project in her graphic design class. At least, that was what she’d told Derric. It was, she explained, way too complicated to go any further into it than that.

			Derric had said, “Why doesn’t Mr. Darrow have Internet at his house? He could even do it through his phone, for God’s sake.”

			To this she’d replied, “Because that would mean moving into the twenty-first century, and he’s barely made it into the twentieth. I’m lucky he even has a phone, Der. He doesn’t have a television.”

			“How’re you feeling about Seth’s plan?” he asked. “I got to say I don’t like it much.”

			“We’ll still be able to see each other,” she pointed out. “Seth and Prynne’ll come over when we have a date. And we can have study dates at Ralph’s place, too. I think it’ll work out okay.”

			Despite her words, Becca was uneasy. When Seth had phoned her to explain the scheme and to inform her that Prynne had agreed to come over to Whidbey in order to stay with Grand from seven till three every weekday, Becca had heard the pleasure in his voice. He wanted Prynne close to him, and now he had that. But this understanding had prompted Becca’s recall of that quick vision she’d had from Prynne, the one that clearly showed another man who was part of her life. That smile of his . . . Becca remembered it all too well. It was knowing and pleased and something else, although she couldn’t put a name to what that was.

			At the library in Langley, the fog was so thick that Camano Island—just two miles across Saratoga Passage—was completely invisible, but you could make out the curve of First Street as well as the street that descended to a small marina at the bottom of the bluff upon which Langley sat. Derric pulled Becca’s bike from the back of the car and set it on the pavement. He looked around, saying, “Maybe you should come with me. I don’t like that you have to ride around in the fog.”

			“It’ll be fine,” she assured him. “Anyway, I wasn’t invited.”

			“What’re they going to do if I show up with you and say ‘Oh hey, wasn’t Becca invited, too?’”

			“No worries, Der. If it gets worse, I can go over to the motel and wait it out. I’ll play pirates with Josh and Barbies with Chloe.”

			“Doesn’t that sound great?” he teased. He kissed her good-bye and Becca watched him drive off before she rolled her bike to a spot near the little city hall where she could safely lock it.

			What she’d said to Derric about her need for the library’s Internet had been completely true. But the reason for her need of the Internet? From start to finish, once again she had lied to him.

			• • •

			BECCA KNEW SHE ought to feel guilty about her lies, since she kept preaching to Derric about lying to his parents. But she couldn’t take the chance of telling him the truth. So for the past sixteen months she’d lived in a no man’s land between the two poles of truth and falsehood, and she’d constantly reassured herself that revealing nothing to Derric about her life as Hannah Armstrong in San Diego protected him at the same time as it protected her.

			There was no graphic design project. What there was, instead, was Becca’s need to use one of the library’s computers in order to log on to the Internet for a private reason.

			Sunday morning was the perfect time, because Whidbey Island was thick with churches, and much of the population on the south end of the island attended them. There were three churches in the village alone, and within five miles of Langley, there had to be at least four more. Because of this, Sunday mornings rendered the village a ghost town. Only the village coffee roaster was open, along with the sole café that offered breakfast. Sidewalks were empty, and there was no one in the library except a middle-aged female librarian with pink-tipped pigtails working behind the desk.

			Once seated at the computer farthest from this woman, Becca logged on to Google. She typed into this search engine the name of the person most responsible for her flight from San Diego: Jeff Corrie. He was her mom’s fifth husband, the man to whom Laurel Armstrong had so dumbly revealed her daughter Hannah’s ability to hear the broken-up thoughts of others. Why Laurel had done this when she’d never told any of her other four husbands was a question she had never answered. But her weakness throughout life had always been men—what else could five stepfathers possibly indicate?—and somehow her greatest weakness had been the last one she’d married, Jeff Corrie.

			Hearing the thoughts of others equated reading minds. That was how Jeff Corrie had seen it, and this dubious skill of Hannah Armstrong’s had been too much for him to resist. He had an investment firm that specialized in financial opportunities for senior citizens, and once he learned what his stepdaughter could do, he figured there was no better method to get those senior citizens to hand over their pensions than to know from the first what was on their minds. In this way, he could reassure them with facts, figures, and opportunities that looked to be surefire winners.

			That was where his stepdaughter Hannah Armstrong had come in. Coffee maker, tea maker, mineral water provider, cookie deliverer, sandwich girl . . . She came in and out of the conference room where either Jeff or his partner, Connor, or both of them had met with their potential clients, and afterward she faithfully reported on what she’d heard in those clients’ broken-up thoughts. She did this for three years as Jeff Corrie and his partner moved money here, there, and everywhere and made it next to impossible for the elderly to understand what was actually happening to their funds. Hannah Armstrong had not known about this part of the enterprise. She only knew she was helping old people to be less anxious about investing.

			Then things fell apart one afternoon when Hannah heard among Jeff Corrie’s whispers what she believed was his responsibility for the death of his partner. At that point, she’d told her mother the truth. At that point, she and Laurel had fled with a plan to drop Hannah off with a new identity on Whidbey Island where she would be in the care of Laurel’s old friend Carol Quinn. With Hannah—now Becca King—safely tucked away, Laurel would lay a false trail to Nelson, BC, until it was safe and Jeff Corrie was himself also tucked away: in prison where he belonged.

			It had all sounded so good, so easy, and so absolutely perfect. Indeed, the trip from San Diego to Washington State had all gone like a dream. But once on Whidbey Island, the newly born Becca King discovered that her mom’s friend Carol had dropped dead of a heart attack minutes before she was supposed to leave her house to meet the ferry on which Becca was sailing. Laurel herself was, at that point, out of range of the throwaway cell phone she’d purchased for Becca, and she had remained out of range to this day. Thus Becca had been imprisoned on Whidbey Island for sixteen months, which included the day that she had discovered to her horror she’d misunderstood Jeff Corrie’s whispers, for his partner Connor West was not dead at all.

			A long list of newspaper articles posted to the Internet existed on the topic of Jeff Corrie and Connor West. These articles began with the disappearance of Connor West, gone without a trace in a situation that was highly suspicious: with a BLT half made on the countertop in his condo’s kitchen, with the water running in the sink and a coffee carafe broken upon the floor. That had been the start of Jeff Corrie’s troubles, which had only increased when a neighbor of his mentioned to the San Diego police that she hadn’t seen Corrie’s stepdaughter or his wife in a number of weeks.

			Once Connor West had been found very much alive on a boat in Mexico, the focus of the stories altered. First they’d concentrated on the finger pointing that Jeff and Connor were doing at each other about their embezzling, which was fine with Becca, since it kept the papers’ interest off her and her mom. But now as she scrolled through the stories she’d already read to collect new information on where matters stood, she saw that things had undergone a significant change in San Diego. Connor West had given an interview to a reporter, and what he’d said was paraphrased in the midst of the newspaper article:

			According to Mr. West, the stepdaughter of his partner Jeff Corrie was also involved in what went on at Corrie-West investments. His claim is that without the girl’s participation, nothing would have come of Corrie’s scheme to embezzle money that was placed into their hands. West also suggests that the girl’s mother, Laurel Armstrong, had from the first known what was going on and it is this that prompted her to flee with her then fourteen-year-old daughter when the scheme began to fall apart.

			The reporter had then, it seemed, spoken to Jeff Corrie about the assertions his former partner had made, for Jeff was quoted as saying, “That’s so ridiculous a claim that I’m not even going to comment.” But then he’d gone on anyway, and what he’d told the reporter was paraphrased in the same manner as Connor West’s words had been:

			When it was pointed out to Corrie that his wife and stepdaughter’s disappearance suggests they were indeed involved, Corrie’s claim was that he’d come home one day from work and they were gone. He revealed that the only clue he’d ever had as to their whereabouts was a single telephone call from the sheriff’s department on Whidbey Island in Washington State.

			Becca’s blood went to ice when she saw this last part. The only thing she could think of doing was to look into the identity of the reporter who’d uncovered this information.

			There was, luckily, a byline with the story. It had been written by one Olivia Bolding. Becca searched her out as she’d searched out the stories on Jeff Corrie. What came up was a slew of articles written by her along with links to her blog, to her website, to her Facebook page, and to Wikipedia.

			Becca chose the last option. In short order she learned that Olivia Bolding was twenty-nine years old and that she had already been nominated twice for a Pulitzer Prize in journalism. These nominations had been, Becca read, for a story about a twelve-year-old Detroit boy’s descent into heroin addiction and for another story about Mexican girls being smuggled into the United States and sold into sex slavery. Becca wanted desperately to believe that, compared to these stories, she was far beneath the notice of a reporter. But she had a feeling that if Olivia Bolding became intrigued by something, she didn’t let go of it.


			It seemed to Becca once again that her only hope was going to come from finding her mom. So she logged on to an e-mail account that only a single individual on the planet even knew existed.
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			There were families out and about when Becca left the library. People were beginning to crowd Cascade Street, not only the main route into the village but also usually the best place from which one could observe the Cascade Mountains—topped with snow—in the far distance. Today, though, beyond the gray veil of fog, there was little visible in the waters of Possession Sound. This fog would make biking to her next destination risky. But she felt she had little choice in the matter. She needed to recapture some kind of tranquility, and there seemed to be only one way to do this.

			She headed out of Langley on her bike. Although she passed churchgoers, she could hear nothing of their whispers. This was just as well. The freedom inside her head allowed her to consider what she’d learned from her e-mail.

			Her correspondent was Parker Natalia, a talented fiddle player whom she’d come to know the previous autumn. A native of British Columbia, he’d been in town for Langley’s yearly gypsy jazz festival, and for a time he’d played with Seth and his group. She’d learned first that Parker was Canadian. In short order, she’d also learned that he’d come to Langley from the very same town that Laurel had fled to: Nelson. When he’d made his return to British Columbia, then, Becca had maintained a secret contact with him. He’d been doing his best to locate for her a woman she’d explained was her cousin. Laurel Armstrong had immigrated to Nelson a few years ago, had been Becca’s claim, and the family had lost contact with her. A town of ten thousand people, Nelson wasn’t a huge haystack from which a single needle had to be drawn. But so far nothing Parker had done was sufficient to unearth Becca’s “cousin.”

			He’d accepted Becca’s claim that the situation was urgent. Thus, he’d put ads in the local paper and had posted have-you-seen-this-woman flyers throughout Nelson’s small downtown and inside a mall that stood a short distance from an arm of Lake Kootenay. He’d also posted flyers out on the docks in the lake on which Nelson sat, where people came and went from their boats, even in winter. He’d crossed over the lake to the other part of town and fixed posters to light poles there. But if Laurel Armstrong was indeed in Nelson, she wasn’t responding to his efforts to find her.

			Parker had pointed out in his last e-mail to Becca that she might want to expand her search to Castlegar and to Trail. And in this most current e-mail that he’d sent to her reply of “Parker, I know she’s in Nelson,” he offered a different possibility. Maybe, he wrote, her “cousin” Laurel had never actually immigrated to Canada. He pointed out that the nearest border crossing to Nelson was north of Spokane. Becca’s “cousin” could have decided that Spokane was a better situation for her, Parker wrote. “It’s a bigger city, there’s more action, and she wouldn’t have had to go through the hassle of trying to get Canadian residency.”

			On the other hand, he went on to tell her, one of the regular customers at his family’s restaurant in Nelson was a cop. He’d see if that cop would contact Canadian immigration because, if Laurel had actually entered Canada at any one of the border crossings in the state of Washington, there was going to be a record of that.

			Throughout all of this, Parker Natalia hadn’t questioned why Becca was so determined to find an individual whom, she claimed, she hadn’t seen in years. From a large and closely knit Italian family, when it came to wanting to contact your relatives, Parker understood.

			Now more than ever, Becca needed to find her mom. With the reporter Olivia Bolding on the case, Becca ran the risk of being tracked down. She might need to leave Whidbey in a rush, and she didn’t want to do that, because Laurel would have no way of knowing where she’d gone.

			Becca headed out of town. The fog made her cautious. It increased the time it took her to reach the end of Sandy Point Road and its zigzag of streets that took her to Diana’s house. When she finally got there, she was wet from the damp and cold to her bones.

			She rang the bell. A chorus of barking followed. As before, all of Diana’s dogs came storming from the direction of the sunroom save for Oscar. He merely paced, and over the bouncing and bobbing heads of his comrades, he looked gravely at Becca through one of two windows that sided Diana’s front door. Diana herself was nowhere to be seen. Becca frowned when the woman made no appearance as she waited.

			It was odd. Diana wouldn’t go off and leave the dogs inside her house. And she wouldn’t go off and leave Oscar behind. He was her constant companion, and even if Diana had for some reason gone somewhere without him, he and the other dogs would be in the run.

			Becca tried the door and found it locked, also highly unusual for Diana if she was home. She went around to the side of the house to try the door to the mudroom, and she found the same. From there, she hurried to look through the sunroom windows. But nowhere was Diana in evidence.

			Becca felt the first twinge of panic when she saw Diana’s slippers and her robe next to the chaise where she sometimes rested in the sunroom. She had the distinct sensation of something being wrong, and she decided to go to the nearest neighbor. Diana lived alone. Diana could be ill. Diana could even be dead. No one would find her for days, and in that time the dogs would be in the house and they wouldn’t have food and they wouldn’t have water. . . . Becca forced herself to become calmer. She forced herself to walk, not run, back the way she’d come. She was on the driveway about to head to the nearest neighbor when the front door opened and Diana called her name.

			“My goodness,” she said, and in reference to her dogs. “I wondered what got into them. Hello, Becca. I was in the shower. Isn’t it a ghastly day?”

			Until tomorrow . . . time isn’t right . . . came to Becca, rendering her momentarily mute. She felt a chill beyond the chills she was already feeling from the weather. Those few words represented the first time that she had heard Diana Kinsale’s whispers without Diana intending her to hear them. The whispers were choppy, just as Ralph Darrow’s had been in the days before he’d had his stroke.

			She said, “What’s wrong, Mrs. Kinsale?” and she felt the same fear she’d felt when she’d phoned her mother from outside Carol Quinn’s house after learning of that woman’s death.

			At Becca’s question, Diana inhaled so deeply that Becca knew she was attempting to align her thoughts with whatever she said next. This was, “Nothing’s wrong except exhaustion from doing too much work in the garden this morning. I plant and plant every spring, and I forget that a glorious garden in summer means a pile of work to winterize everything once January rolls around. I overdid things. Sometimes I forget I’m seventy-four. Do come in, Becca.”

			Once inside, Becca greeted the milling dogs. They sniffed at her pockets. Diana said, “Do ignore them,” then she paused on her way to the kitchen and said, “On the other hand, would you put them in their run? Not Oscar, though.”

			Becca called the dogs through the kitchen and the mudroom where the doorway marked the closest route to their run. They came, hopeful of treats to follow. As she hadn’t intended to come to Diana’s, she had nothing in her pockets, but she couldn’t bear to disappoint them. She grabbed a package of freeze-dried chicken on her way out.

			They crowded around her: out the door, across the lawn, and over to the dog run. She swung open its gate, and in they went after her, giving her the loopy dog smiles that were characteristic of them when they knew something special was coming. Once they were inside, she rewarded each. But she also recognized that the large run had not been cleaned in ages. The stench was overpowering.

			At this, she felt a resurgence of concern, because Mrs. Kinsale was religious about keeping the dogs’ run shipshape. Becca looked from the run to the house, and this allowed her to see that the lawn, too, was speckled with piles of poop. This told her that Mrs. Kinsale hadn’t been walking the dogs as she usually did, nor had she been throwing the ball for them down on the beach at Sandy Point, nor had she carted them to one of the island’s dog parks.

			Becca hurried back to the house. Mrs. Kinsale was in the kitchen, where the Seattle newspaper was spread on the table within the nook. She was in the process of folding it up, and she turned and offered Becca a smile.

			She said, “Have I forgotten that we’re practicing today?” And when Becca shook her head, “Good. I thought my memory was going along with the rest of me. Would you like some hot chocolate? Doesn’t that sound perfect for a day like this? Hot chocolate with marshmallows on top?”

			“Sounds good to me,” Becca said. “But only if you let me make it.”

			“All right. There’s a container of African chocolate in the pantry. I think you’ll like it.”

			As she set about it, Becca said, “I’ll clean up the dog run for you, Mrs. Kinsale, if you have some mulch delivered. And there’s poop on the lawn, so I’ll get that, too.”

			Diana turned from excavating in a kitchen cupboard for a bag of marshmallows. “I can’t let you do that,” she said. “Dog poop? That’s pushing our friendship to the limit, Becca.”

			“It’ll be how I pay you for helping me manage the whispers.” Becca returned to the kitchen with the chocolate, and she rustled in the fridge for the milk. She saw it was nonfat and she held it up in a salute. “Well, at least we only have to feel partially guilty.”

			She said nothing more about the purpose of her visit until they’d taken their hot chocolate to the sunroom, where Oscar was enjoying the heated floor. Diana chose the chaise longue after setting her robe and slippers to one side, while Becca sat nearby in a wicker chair. Usually, the beach cottages down on Sandy Point were visible from Diana’s sunroom. But today only the environs of Diana’s garden could be seen. The fog was getting thicker instead of dissipating, and Becca gave a worried thought to Derric driving to La Conner virtually blind.

			Diana said, “Something tells me this isn’t a social call.”

			“I guess it usually isn’t, huh?” Becca replied.

			“I’ve no problem with that.” Diana reached for an afghan at the foot of the chaise and she spread it across her legs. “Tell me.”

			Becca recounted everything she’d learned from her time on the Internet in Langley’s library: from Connor West’s implication of her and her mom in the embezzling scheme that he and Jeff Corrie had come up with to what Parker Natalia had informed her about his failures to unearth Laurel Armstrong. But what she stressed most was the dangers that she saw looming ahead because of the reporter Olivia Bolding. A Pulitzer Prize nominee whose specialty was investigative reporting . . . ? There wasn’t going to be a single place for Becca to hide on Whidbey Island if the reporter decided that this Hannah Armstrong part of the embezzling story was intriguing.

			“I got to find my mom, Mrs. Kinsale. We got to find some place better than this for me and for her.”

			Diana looked thoughtful. “I can see it’s serious. But are you completely certain that Nelson is where your mother was going?”

			“Absolutely.”

			“Yet people do change their minds.”

			“She wouldn’t’ve.” Becca adjusted her position in the chair in order to emphasize what she said next. “See, she always watched this film that was made in Nelson. It was, like, three times a year that she watched it.”

			“Perhaps she merely liked the film.”

			“No. It was like she was looking for someone among the extras. I swear that’s what it was like. There’s someone up there and she meant to find him.”

			“‘Him’?”

			Becca circled her hands around the mug of hot chocolate and let its warmth give her the courage to voice what she had long suspected. “I think it’s my dad,” she said. “I think she’s gone to my dad and he’s hiding her there. She’s never told me who he is or where he lives or even how they got together. But this thing with her always watching that dumb film and then heading for Nelson once she left me here . . . Do you see?”

			Diana set down her chocolate and extended her hand to Becca. Becca took it, knowing what would happen. It would be warmth and a lifting of her anxiety, her worry, and her pain of not knowing. As always that was what occurred. But still Becca had to ask the question that had brought her to Diana Kinsale’s house in the first place, although she felt a stinging of tears when she next spoke.

			“What’s going to happen, Mrs. Kinsale?”

			“I don’t have the power to tell you that.”

			“But one time . . .” Becca felt a tear escape her right eye, and, impatient with herself for allowing her fears to get the better of her, she said, “You told me one time that Mom’s safe from anyone being able to find her. You must know more.”


			“I wish I did. But that’s all I’ve ever felt about your mother. Safe is all that I can tell you.”
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			The arrangement for Prynne to move to Whidbey Island went as close to clockwork as anything could. One of the guys she lived with drove her and her belongings down to the Port Townsend ferry, and Seth and Gus picked her up on the other side. Prynne’s mode of transportation was a Vespa GTS, which had enough speed to be useful even on the island’s one highway, but she would be bringing it over later. No way could she manage to cart her belongings with her on the Vespa. So it was remaining in Port Townsend until she could get back there and pick it up.

			And she would be going to Port Townsend fairly often, she’d told Seth as they’d made their final arrangements. He understood that, didn’t he? She wanted to keep her personal space for a getaway. Plus, she had a gig twice a month on Saturday afternoon and evening, and no way could she afford to give that up. It was a chance to get her music heard by people who knew that the town was a bluegrass haven.

			Seth was okay with this. She was doing his family a big favor, and he told her that he would stay alone with his grandfather on those Saturdays when she had to go to Port Townsend. So everything between them had gone smoothly and well. And now here he was, trundling along the road in the evening’s early winter darkness and seeing in the distance the lights from the ferry as it made its way into the bay where the dock was sheltered in a crescent of water.

			Prynne came off the ferry at the head of the crowd of walk-on passengers. Seth took this as a good sign. He wanted her to be as happy about the arrangement he’d developed as he was. It meant more time together; it meant actually living together; it felt like they’d turned a corner in their relationship.

			She wore a pack on her back. She carried her fiddle in its case, and she carted along behind her a duffel on wheels. Seth embraced her and he kissed her soundly. In the lights from the ferry dock, she seemed to sparkle.

			“Hey you,” she said to him with a smile. “Here’s the girl, reporting for duty.”

			“Hope it’s not all duty.” Seth took the duffel from her as Gus bumped around them, waiting for Prynne to notice him.

			She did, with half of a sugar cookie. She said to Seth, “Can I?” as Gus immediately sat and waited for the windfall. When Seth said sure, she gave the cookie to Gus and giggled as he snarfed it down in one gulp and raised his head with a hopeful expression on his face. “Nope,” she told him. “That’s it, you.” She linked her arm with Seth’s and said, “Let’s get this show started. You sure it’s okay with your parents?”

			“They’re cool with it.”

			It certainly seemed that way when they arrived at the Darrow house. Rich shouted hello from the open doors of his glass studio, where he was finishing his work for the day, and Amy turned from the stove as they walked into the house and said, “I bet you two are hungry,” as if Prynne had been living there for years.

			Seth led the way to his bedroom. Prynne looked concerned when she saw the bed. She said, “You didn’t tell me it was only a single.”

			“We’ll fit,” he replied. “We’re not big. No problem.”

			“Seth can always sleep on the sleeping porch if there’s not enough room.” Amy had come to the doorway, a wooden stirring spoon in her hand. “That’s where he slept while Sarah lived at home. With the storm shutters in place and the woodstove going, it’s perfectly fine.”

			Prynne looked at Seth and said, “I hate to put him out of his room,” and when Seth said, “I’m glad to hear that,” she got red in the face. She turned to his mom and blurted out, “But I got to say . . . I feel sort of weird about the situation, Mrs. Darrow.”

			“It’s Amy, please,” Seth’s mom replied. “As for feeling weird, I understand. But please try not to. Seth’s probably told you that Rich and I had two children before we got around to saying ‘I do’ to each other.”

			“I’m not sure if me and Seth . . . if Seth and I are going to take things that far,” Prynne said.

			Seth felt a little sinking of spirits at this, but his mom seemed to take it the way it was intended, for she said, “‘Two children’ or ‘I do’? Don’t answer that. It’s fine that you’re here. You’re helping us with Seth’s granddad, and that’s what matters. Dinner in fifteen minutes, okay? I hope you like Italian food.”

			“Yum,” Prynne said and told Seth’s mom she’d be out in a second to help her. But Amy told her just to unpack, and she closed the bedroom door to let this happen with some privacy.

			“Told you,” Seth said. “You get the right side of the bed. Thought you might like the bedside table. I’ll take the window side. It’s colder there.”

			He lifted her duffel to the bed and showed her that he’d emptied out three of the drawers in the dresser for her use. He leaned against the bedroom door and settled in to enjoy the sight of his girlfriend unpacking. But he felt a little stirring of consternation when the first things she brought out of the duffel were a baggie crammed with weed, rolling papers, a small glass pipe, and a box of matches.

			Prynne seemed to know what he was feeling. She looked over at him and said, “Seth. Come on. . . .”

			He tried to sound casual. “It’s okay,” he told her. “Only, you got to do it outside. And . . . well . . . you can’t at Grand’s. I mean, it would sort of keep you from doing what you’re s’posed to be doing there.”

			“I’m not a dummy,” was her reply. And then with a sharper and closer look at him, “You sure you’re cool with this? With me smoking weed now and then?”

			“You got to do what you got to do. Lemme show you where to stow your bathroom stuff.”

			There was only one bathroom in the house, and it wasn’t large, containing the smallest tub on the planet, a shower large enough for one person who was able to keep arms and elbows under control at all times, a toilet, a pedestal sink, and a shelf holding towels. He knew it appeared, at first glance, that there was no place for Prynne to put a thing. But he showed her how the room’s single cupboard cum medicine cabinet was cleverly disguised as part of the room’s knotty pine paneling. He pushed upon it at the right spot, and the cupboard opened.

			“Damn. Sorry,” Seth said as he took in the jumble of things inside. “I forgot to get this set up for you.”

			The cabinet contained everything from cleaning supplies to suppositories, with no particular sense to what went where. Seth began shoving things to one side to make a spot for Prynne. Toothpaste, mouthwash, deodorants, more towels, toilet paper, aspirin, his mom’s meds, remedies for colds and cold sores and sore muscles and sore throats, holistic this and naturopathic that, extra towels of all sizes and colors . . . Seth shoved things around till a small square was clear.

			“Dad hates to throw away stuff,” he said.

			“You think?” Prynne laughed. “I’ll straighten this up for you later.”

			“Epic.” Seth watched her for a moment. A warmth came over him that prompted him to say exactly what was on his mind. “Can I tell you something?” And when she nodded, “I’m really looking forward to bedtime.”

			She smiled. “Why? D’you want a bedtime story?”

			“You’re the story,” was his reply.

			• • •

			IT WAS TWO days later when Seth and Prynne went with Rich Darrow to Ralph’s place. Becca was there, waiting for them, and together the four of them anticipated the arrival of Steph Vanderslip, who would evaluate the safety of the house as transformed by Seth and his crew. Everything she’d required was now in place: the ramp built and tightly covered with chicken wire to prevent a slick surface in the rain, handrails mounted where they were needed both inside and outside the house, a hospital bed brought in and placed in Becca’s former bedroom, a stool in the shower, and a new chair in the living room that would make it easier for Ralph to rise.

			If Steph Vanderslip put her stamp of approval on everything, they were in business and Ralph’s return would occur within days. To enhance this possibility, Seth’s dad had made contact with South Island Home Care, and during the coming week, he would be interviewing eight caregivers. From this group, he would hire two of them: one to be with Ralph from seven in the morning till three in the afternoon, and the other from three in the afternoon till eleven at night. The family had hoped for round-the-clock care for Ralph once they learned that this was a service provided by and paid for by the state of Washington. But they’d also learned that Ralph’s condition didn’t warrant that. They could still have round-the-clock care, naturally, but one-third of it would have to come out of the family’s funds, and neither Rich nor his dad had those funds. His sister had the cash, of course. But no way was Brenda going to fork over any dough so that her dad could do exactly what she didn’t want him to do: live at home.

			When Steph Vanderslip arrived, Becca was the one who saw her first. She’d been at the window, playing around with the earbud that connected to her hearing device. In and out of her ear, like she couldn’t decide if she wanted to hear what was going on. She said, “She’s here,” and dropped the earbud to her side. She fussed around with the box at her waist as Rich and Seth went to the door to greet the health care specialist.

			The first thing Steph Vanderslip said was, “Impressive driveway,” about the way she’d descended to Ralph’s house. She’d come to them from the area of Ralph’s shop instead of down the hillside, and she nodded in that direction, where a fan of hard surface meant that Ralph could get into and out of a car or van without having to struggle with the old hillside path.

			Steph Vanderslip shook hands with both Seth and his dad. She evaluated the ramp Seth had built, testing its surface and its handrails and stepping back to examine its angle. She said, “Good work. Who did it?”

			Rich said, “Seth and his friends did it all.”

			“You’re quite a craftsman,” she said to Seth. “Let’s go inside.”

			Within, Seth introduced her to Becca and Prynne. Steph shook hands with them but was all business afterward. Seth saw that Becca’s eyes got narrow as the health care specialist went from room to room, testing this and that. She squatted to look at the way the handrails had been mounted, she sat in the new chair and tested how easy it was to rise from it, she squeezed the bumpers that were fixed to the hearth to make sure their thickness was sufficient, and from there she went to Becca’s former bedroom and the bathroom while the rest of them waited for her coming verdict.

			“I’ll be hiring two home health care aides this week,” Rich told her when she at last emerged. She was writing something on a paper affixed to a clipboard she was carrying. “There’ll be two shifts, ending at eleven. Becca here will be with him during the night and Prynne will be with him as a backup during the day.”

			Steph Vanderslip looked up from what she was writing. Her brow was furrowed. “Why?” she said. “I understand why Becca will be here at night, but why the other?”

			Seth could tell his dad was trying to work out exactly what to tell the health care specialist. He went with, “Basically to reassure my sister. She’s been thinking Dad would do better in assisted living with more than one person there to make sure he’s okay.” He didn’t add the rest: that Brenda hadn’t agreed to anything they were doing.

			He saw Becca watching him intently. Then she looked from him to his dad to Steph Vanderslip, who was tapping her pen rapidly against the clipboard and who also didn’t look too pleased to learn there was a division in the family.

			She said, “I’m sorry to hear that.”

			“She’ll come around when she sees how well Dad does at home,” Rich reassured her.

			“I hope so. I don’t want your father walking into a family disagreement. That can make a hash of the progress he’s made, and his blood pressure can’t do with any spikes. He also must continue to make progress in speech therapy. You understand that, right?”

			“That’s going to happen,” Rich told her. “And if it comes down to having a professional here twenty-four/seven, we’ll go that route. Meantime, I’m five minutes from here. If Becca needs me to come over in the night to help her, that won’t be an issue.”


			Steph nodded thoughtfully. She jotted a last few items in her paperwork and said, “Let’s start out with trying this for a week and see how it works, Mr. Darrow.”
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			Jenn was surprised the next day when Cynthia Richardson not only stopped by the table where she and her pals were eating lunch, but also pulled out a chair and joined them. For a second she thought something had gone bad between Cynthia and Lexie Ovanov, since Lexie was with her but walked on toward their regular table against the far wall. Then Cynthia said to Lexie, “Be there in a sec,” and reached over to take a carrot stick from Becca’s lunch, saying, “Can I . . . ?” and “Thanks,” before Becca could answer.

			Squat was there, too. So was Derric, and Seth’s former girlfriend Hayley Cartwright. Since Hayley was a senior like Cynthia, Jenn figured that Cynthia had come to talk to her about some brainy class they were taking together. But instead, she turned to Jenn as she removed a scrunchie that was holding her long blonde hair in a ponytail. Expertly, she fixed it back in place.

			She said, “You’re going for the All Island team, right? That’s why you’ve been training after school?”

			Jenn figured the other girl was about to tell her to give it up, along the lines of “You’re a hopeless case,” but when she nodded and told her that was the plan, Cynthia took another carrot stick from Becca and said, “Why don’t you train with me? You’re a good center midfielder, but you could be better. The competition’s going to be from every school on the island, and it’ll be tough.”

			“I know. I went out last year. Didn’t make past the first day.”

			“That sucks. How did you train?”

			“Mostly I didn’t.”

			“And she smoked,” Becca added. “Tell the truth, Jenn.”

			Jenn gave her a shut-up look. Becca laughed. Derric said, “She speaks only the truth, girl.” And then he said to Cynthia, “She’s been smoking since grade school.”

			“Have not!” Jenn said. “Seventh grade. It was stupid. I gave it up.”

			Cynthia said, “I did cigarettes for about five minutes in fifth grade. Down behind the Dog House in Seawall Park. Me and two girls from the Christian school.”

			“Figures,” Squat said, under his breath.

			Cynthia glanced at him. He looked impassive. He also looked completely unimpressed that the captain of the soccer team, a girl who had a scholarship to University of Virginia to play soccer, was telling Jenn she was a good center midfielder.

			Cynthia said, “So d’you want to?”

			Jenn had forgotten Cynthia’s offer. “Want to what?”

			“Train with me. I’ve been doing this for a long time. You’re running is good, but what else’re you doing to get ready?”

			“Nothing.”

			“So . . . ?”

			Jenn felt a kick under the table. She knew it was Squat. She shot him a what’s-with-you look and said to Cynthia, “What about Lexie? I thought you trained with her.”

			“She’ll still be there.” Cynthia grinned. “Abuse motivates me.”

			Squat guffawed. Cynthia glanced his way. He said, “Got a picture in my mind if you know what I mean. Sorry.”

			Hayley said, “Isn’t your sandwich calling you, Squat?”

			“Something is,” Derric added.

			Jenn said to Cynthia, “I dunno. I sort of like training on my own.”

			Cynthia looked at them all, then cast a longer look at Jenn. She said, “Okay, then,” as she pushed away from the table. Jenn thought that was it and she would walk off to join Lexie, but she didn’t do that at once. Instead she leaned over Becca’s shoulder, took a final carrot stick, said to Becca, “I owe you,” and then to Jenn, “If you change your mind, let me know. It’s not catching.”

			“What?”

			“Being like me and Lexie.”

			Although Jenn grew hot and knew that color was climbing her neck and attacking her ears, she said, “Huh? Don’t get what you’re talking about.”

			Cynthia nodded and cast a glance at Squat before she said to Jenn, “Sure you do.” She popped the carrot stick into her mouth and walked away.

			At first there was a little silence at the table. Squat was the one to break it. He said, “Good decision, Jenn.”

			Hayley said, “She’s a nice girl, Squat.”

			“I didn’t say she wasn’t nice,” he countered. “But if she and the other dyke made it any more obvious they’d be doing it on the table over there.”

			Jenn rose at that. She grabbed up her lunch bag. “You’re disgusting,” she told Squat. Before he could answer, she swung around and stalked away.

			• • •

			THE LAST THING she expected was that he would follow her, but that was what Squat did. She was at her locker when he came up behind her and said abruptly, “Look. I got nothing against them.”

			She swung around. “Got nothing against who?”

			“You know. They can be what they want to be. I don’t care.” His gaze darted around, as if he and Jenn were spies afraid of being caught red-handed with information they needed to pass on. “But if you start hanging with them, it looks like you’re like them. So guys are going to wonder, and you need to ask yourself if that’s what you want.”

			Jenn shut her locker with a little too much force. “I get it. You mean I might not get a date to the senior prom if I train with Cynthia Richardson. Ohhhh, that breaks my heart in two.” She leaned into him so they were nose to nose. “Like I actually care?” she demanded. “You are all over the place, Squat, and every place you’re all over is, like, completely wrong.”

			Squat didn’t back off as she’d intended. Instead he said, “Sure, Jenn. If that’s what you say. I just wanted to give you some advice. We been friends since—”

			“Yeah. Right. Preschool. Got it. So you get this: If I want to train with the school’s most out-there lesbians, I will. And if that means I end up with cooties and no one wants to have lunch with me, then that’s how it all plays out. I guess you’ll be one of them, huh?”

			“One of who?”

			“One of the people who decides my cooties are catching. Wow, Squat, stick around me and I might turn you trans!”

			“Hey. I’m not saying—”

			“I know what you’re saying. Give it up. And I think it’s time you trotted off to class.”

			Becca and Derric were coming toward her then, and Jenn figured it was going to be more of the same. She scowled, hoping to drive them off. No luck there because Derric pulled his smart phone from his pocket, frowned down at the screen, and made an adjustment to it that stopped its quacking. Becca came to join Jenn.

			She’d apparently seen the action between Jenn and Squat because she said, “What’s going on with Squat?”

			“General asshole-ness.”

			“About Cynthia Richardson, I bet.”

			“She freaks him out. I’m surprised he didn’t have a can of Raid to spray on her.”

			Becca made an adjustment to her iPod thingy. After a moment, she said, “I dunno, Jenn. It might be a good idea.”

			Jenn said, “What?” assuming Becca was agreeing with Squat.

			But Becca said, “Training with her. If she wants to help you . . . She’s got an athletic scholarship, right? She’s been playing soccer since . . . when?”

			“Probably since she was in her playpen.”

			“Then why not? What did Squat say?”

			“The old what-will-the-guys-think.”

			“Really? Who cares? This’s more important than what a bunch of A-holes think.”

			“Who’s an A-hole?” Derric had come to join them. He was shoving his smart phone back into his jeans. He gave Becca a look that communicated something because she said, “Again?”

			Jenn said, “Your mom bugging you?”

			“Not his mom,” Becca said.

			“Ohhhh, that girl from Uganda? You better watch out, girlfriend,” she said to Becca. “She’s hot for him. You better handle it.”

			“They’re going to arm wrestle for me,” Derric said. “I want Becca to win, so we’ve been practicing.”

			Becca laughed. Derric dropped his arm around her shoulders. He told her he’d walk her to class if she was ready. Turned out that she was, but she said to Jenn before walking off, “Think about it, okay?”

			Jenn nodded. She watched the two of them walk off together. Ten feet away and Becca’s arm was around Derric’s waist, and they disappeared around the corner. Jenn thought, seeing them, about what it would be like to have someone the way that Becca and Derric had each other.

			• • •

			SHE WAS WAITING in the shelter for the free island bus when her day got worse. A horn honked behind her. She turned, thinking that Cynthia Richardson was going to offer her a ride home again and that she was going to have to turn her down. But it was her mom in the decrepit Whidbey Island taxi. Kate McDaniels had pulled to the side of the road. She’d just dropped someone at the language school over on Langley Road, she said. She could give Jenn a ride home.

			Jenn was reluctant. The drive was long. Plenty of time for her mom to engage her on the topic of Jenn’s being baptized in Deer Lake, which Kate wanted to happen just as soon as the weather made it possible for someone to be dunked without getting hypothermia. Seeing her, though, Jenn could hardly say she’d rather wait for the bus, since she wouldn’t rather wait for the bus.

			She climbed into the vehicle. She said, “Thanks. It was going to take forever.”

			“Happy to be of service,” Kate replied. She patted Jenn’s hand, said “Seat belt,” and waited. As Jenn hooked it up, Kate fondly smoothed Jenn’s hair. As she did this, Squat and his mom pulled out of the parking lot in the family SUV. Squat was behind the wheel. It was late for him to still be at school, Jenn thought. He’d probably been massaging his brain with trigonometry in the library.

			Kate said, “That’s Fergus Cooper, isn’t it? He’s turning into a handsome young man. Goodness, though, doesn’t time fly? He’s driving!”

			“Looks that way.”

			“Why don’t we see more of him, Jennie?” her mom asked. “You and he used to be such pals. I can remember—”

			“We pal around at school,” Jenn cut in. “He’s busy otherwise. He’s in Honors Everything. Got to maintain the GPA.”

			“You even had play dates,” Kate said wistfully.

			“We can’t exactly do that when we’re sixteen.”

			“No, no. Of course not.” Kate pulled into the road and they followed the Coopers’ SUV toward the highway, where it would turn in the direction of Double Bluff Beach, and they would turn in the opposite direction. “Still . . . I remember him being a lovely boy. Polite, well raised . . . Is he a Christian, Jenn?”

			“No clue,” Jenn said. “He’s probably heathen. Or maybe pagan. He could be Wiccan.”

			“Don’t make fun,” her mother said. “Christianity is our path to heaven. And God’s commandments were created to get us there.” She paused, as if considering something. Then she said, “Fornication is part of the sixth commandment, Jennie. It says adultery but fornication is included. You know that, don’t you?”

			Jenn turned to stare at her mother: upright in her seat, hands at ten and two o’clock on the wheel, gaze firmly on the road lest a deer dart out or a suicidal rabbit take the plunge. She said, “Yeah. Thanks. I know.”

			“And so is touching yourself. You’ve not been touching yourself, have you?”

			Jenn gritted her teeth. Most of the time she could listen to her mom and translate it to blah blah blah in her head. But at the end of this day, which had seemed to pull her every which way, this was not one of those times.

			“Whatever,” was her final response.


			She wished that she had waited for the bus.
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			When Seth drove into Coupeville after being given Steph Vanderslip’s approval on the work they’d done to his grandfather’s house, he had Becca and Prynne with him. They were on their way to Penn Cove Care to tell Grand how things were going to be set up, with the home health care aides seeing to his basic needs and Prynne and Becca there in the house to reassure him that he wouldn’t be solely in the hands of strangers.

			They also needed to make sure Grand knew that he had to do maximum work in physical therapy and he had to keep making efforts to get his language skills back once they got him home. Otherwise, they’d be into another fight with Aunt Brenda about assisted living.

			At Penn Cove Care, they got out into a dazzling day. The air was frigid because there were no clouds, but they had a crystalline view of Mount Baker to the east, with its snowcapped volcanic sides reaching up into a pure blue sky. The air was sharp with scents from Penn Cove: salt water, seaweed, and shellfish. It was mussel season. The seagulls swooping down near the town’s long pier seemed to be anticipating this.

			Prynne looped a shopping bag over her arm, purchases that she and Seth had made at Good Cheer Thrift store and in the children’s section of the bookshop on First Street in Langley. What they’d bought comprised goodies for Ralph, and part of the reason they’d come to Coupeville was to explain them to him.

			Inside Penn Cove Care, they trooped to Ralph’s room. Finding it empty, Seth led them to the physical therapy wing. But he wasn’t there, either. Seth’s first thought was a scary one: that Grand had suffered another stroke.

			“Let’s check at reception,” Prynne suggested “Maybe they’ve taken a bunch of people on an outing or something.”

			It turned out that Ralph was on an outing, all right. But he was the only patient taking part in it. At reception they learned from a bespectacled woman with a very large mole on the side of her nose that “Mr. Darrow’s daughter has taken him down to Freeland to have a look at The Cedars.”

			Seth knew exactly what The Cedars was: assisted living. “But the house’s is approved,” he said. “That lady Steph, she came to look it over. She said it was fine. She said it was safe.” Seth could hear his panic, and he knew his companions heard it, too, because he felt Prynne link her hand with his. Becca’s breathing became deep and steady.

			The receptionist said, “Well, there appears to be some sort of miscommunication among you.”

			“Is she taking him there to check him in or something?” Seth demanded.

			“As far as I know it’s merely a visit so that he can see what it’s like. If you’d like to wait . . . ? They’ve been gone for an hour and they’ll probably return before this hour’s up.”

			The last thing Seth wanted to do was wait. He trusted his aunt like he trusted a rattlesnake. He had to get to the car.

			Prynne and Becca followed him. He punched his dad’s phone number into his cell phone, and when Rich answered with, “What’s up, Seth?” the words tumbled out so fast that Rich had to tell him to slow down, to start over, to make himself clear. Once Seth had done so, his father’s reply was reassuring. “I’m on it,” he said. “Let me handle this, Seth. I’ll be in touch.”

			Seth knew that his dad would head directly to Freeland, where The Cedars occupied a piece of prime real estate overlooking Holmes Harbor, a huge body of water shaped like a toe-dancer’s leg kicking its way south toward Mutiny Bay. He also knew that his dad considered him something of a hothead and thought that this situation called for cooler heads prevailing. But there was no way that he was going to back off. He told Prynne and Becca to get in the car, because they were going to The Cedars.

			Freeland wasn’t nearby. Far closer to the village of Langley than it was to Coupeville, it stood at the big toe of the dancer’s foot. They had to charge south down the island’s only highway to get there, passing through forest and winter-bare farmland, wetlands, and lakes. When they got to the town, Seth pressed through it and onto the road that surged up the harbor on the west side of the water. He opened up the speed here, and because of this, he nearly missed the turn through the wrought iron gates that would take them onto the grounds of The Cedars.

			They piled out of the car the second Seth had it parked. No time to look for a suitable space, he just left it in the portico of The Cedars’ main building, a hospital-like affair on three levels, behind which the waters of Holmes Harbor placidly gleamed. He charged inside with Prynne and Becca fast on his heels.

			He’d already seen his aunt’s Lexus. It was hard to miss, since she’d parked the thing overlapping two visitors’ spaces so no one could mar its perfect paint job. Also in the visitors’ parking was his father’s pickup.

			Inside, the place was all silence, hardwood floors, carefully arranged furniture, the strong scent of lavender, and a fireplace in which a phony fire flickered. Seth dimly heard someone say, “May I help you?” but he didn’t need help. For the first thing he saw was a glass-windowed conference room and within that room sat his aunt, his dad, his grandfather in a wheelchair, and some lady in a business suit talking to all of them.

			Seth burst in on them. He heard “. . . a compromise because a fight over guardianship can’t be what you want.” It was the business suit lady speaking. She started when Seth broke into the room. She said, “I beg your—”

			Rich said sharply, “I told you I’d handle this, Seth.”

			Seth said, “She’s not packing him into this place. He’s not a discard. He’s a human being.”

			Aunt Brenda said, “How dare you even suggest—”

			“You think we don’t know what you got in mind? You’re pretty stupid, Aunt Brenda.”

			Rich stood. “You need to leave.”

			“Not without Grand.” Seth went to his grandfather’s wheelchair. Grand was slumped to one side and his good fist was clenched in a frozen position. “You guys are going to give him another stroke. I’m taking him outa here.”

			Brenda stood, too. “He hasn’t been discharged from Penn Cove Care. You’re not taking him anywhere.”

			“Stop me,” Seth said. “Call the cops.”

			He went to Ralph and released the brake on the wheelchair. His father said to him, “Don’t make this worse.”

			Seth said, “You think he likes sitting here while you guys argue over him like he’s a prize steer or something? I don’t think so. Come on, Grand.” Seth wheeled him from the room.

			He took Ralph over to the fireplace. He knew his grandfather scorned false fires, but it seemed more soothing than putting him anywhere near the conference room, from which raised voices could easily be heard.

			Becca and Prynne joined him on the hearth, where he seated himself to face his grandfather. Becca, he saw, had removed her earbud. He figured the whole deal had upset her and she pretty much didn’t want to hear what was going to be said next. He couldn’t blame her.

			He said, “Here’s what’s happening, Grand. We’ve fixed your house so you can go home, this lady from the hospital checked it out, and Dad’s hiring two health care people to be with you. But not alone, okay? Prynne’ll will be with you daytimes, Becca will be with you afternoon and nighttimes, and me and Prynne or Dad will be with you on weekends. No one’s putting you in assisted living.”

			Ralph’s head righted itself, but his fist did not unclench. Seth put his hand over that tight ball of bones and flesh, and he felt Becca move closer to Grand.

			She said to Ralph, “That okay with you, Grand? Or d’you think”—and to Seth, “I gotta ask him this, okay?”—and back to Grand, “or d’you think you might do better here?”

			“No way,” Seth said to her. And to his grandfather, “You got to keep up with the physical therapy and you got to do stuff to get better with language. These health guys, they’ll take you to your appointments and we got some stuff to help you out with language, too. But here’s what’s happening. You probably already figured it out, but I’ll say it anyway. Aunt Brenda wants to get control: of you, of your land, of where you live, of everything. Me and Dad? We’re fighting her, but you got to fight her, too.”

			Ralph didn’t move. There was no nod of understanding, nor did he make an attempt to speak.

			Becca seemed to be studying his face, though, and what she apparently read on his features wasn’t exactly what Seth wanted to hear. She rose to her feet and gestured Seth to walk away from the wheelchair with her. When they had some distance, she said to him quietly, “Losing everything like he has, Seth? I think . . . Well, it seems like he’s not making the kind of progress everyone wants him to make because . . . I think he’s waiting to die.”


			“No way. He’s gonna get better if we take him home.”
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			When Seth made the turn off Newman Road and up the incline that was Ralph Darrow’s driveway, the first thing Becca saw was Derric’s Forester in the parking area. As Prynne hopped out of the car so that Becca could alight, the second thing she saw was Derric himself. He’d just climbed the path that led up from the house, circling round the small hill that kept the house out of view. He smiled that two-hundred-watt smile of his when he saw them, saying, “Hey. Where’ve you guys been?”

			“Coupeville,” Seth said. “Then Freeland. Setting everything up for Grand to come home, including having an epic fight with my aunt.”

			“Harsh,” Derric said.

			Becca went to him. He pulled her into a bear hug and said over her head to Prynne, “Everything set up? You here permanently now?”

			“I’m here,” she told him. “I got to go back for my Vespa, though.”

			“That thing safe for the highway?” Derric asked as Becca put her earbud in.

			“Sure. Seth says no, but if I c’n ride it around Quimper Peninsula, I c’n sure as heck ride it around here. And”—she shot an amused look at Seth—“don’t you argue, buddy. I need my wheels.”

			Becca drew a sudden breath that stabbed. The sensation that came over her was unexpected, a brief rush of wind that wasn’t wind at all but something that quickly transformed in her vision to the image of driving a vehicle to the side of the road in front of a small ramshackle house. This was fronted by shrubbery long gone without pruning and a wooden archway that tilted to one side with a heavy growth of wisteria threatening to take it down. She had the sensation of walking through that archway, of seeing the house become more visible, of striding down a path that led to the corner of the building. Then—

			“You okay?”

			Derric’s question cut into the vision, and Becca was back with the others. Prynne and Seth were watching her curiously. The place she’d seen must have been, she thought, where Prynne lived. Her words had prompted it somehow. She said to Derric, “I’m starving. I got light in the head for a sec.”

			“You guys chow down,” Seth said. “We gotta get going. I’ll let you know when everything’s a go for Grand, Beck. We’ll rock this situation.”

			Becca had her doubts about that. Still, she nodded. Prynne got back into the VW, and they took off. Becca returned Seth’s wave, and then looked at Derric. “It is so good to see you,” she told him.

			“I was bummed when there was no one home,” he replied. “I left you a note. Sort of a poor-me-wah-wah-wah-where-are-you-and-when’re-you-getting-a-cell-phone-for-God’s-sake.”

			She smiled at the description. “Come on, I got some food in the slow cooker.” She led the way, saying over her shoulder, “Did you figure I was with Seth, trying to work on this family thing he has going on with Grand?”

			“I didn’t figure anything. Just that you weren’t here and I wanted to see you.” As they walked up the new ramp onto the porch, he added, “Needed to see you is more like it.”

			Becca saw his note on the door, folded into the small crack between the door and the jamb. She unfolded it, read it, and said, “I dunno. Doesn’t sound like wah-wah-wah to me. But Rejoice . . . ?” She shoved the note into her pocket as she dug for her house keys. He’d said in the note that he needed to talk to her about Rejoice. Important, he said. Disaster looming.

			She opened the door and shoved her shoulder against it. It was tough to open in the winter when the damp made it swell. Derric helped her, his hands reaching above her head in a way that always reminded her how much taller he was than she.

			Inside, the place was cold although the air held the fragrance of a savory stew. Becca pointed out that the fire was laid in the great stone fireplace, and if Derric would light it, she’d check on what she had in the slow cooker. Lucky for her, she’d told Derric some weeks into Ralph Darrow’s hospitalization and recuperation, Grand had a freezer filled with beef, chicken, and fish, as well as a root cellar at the side of the house that held enough root veggies to last her through a nuclear holocaust. So feeding herself hadn’t been a problem, although she didn’t much like eating alone.

			When she rejoined him, Becca saw that he had a decent blaze going. He was sitting on the hearth with his back to it, but he hadn’t yet removed his parka. Neither had she. The house had a heat pump, but she didn’t keep it running when she wasn’t there. It took a while to get the structure warm. In the meantime, the fire would do. She sat next to him, put her head on his shoulder, and twined her fingers with his.

			“So what’s up?” she asked.

			“Oh, hell, what isn’t?” Derric’s tone suggested that Rejoice had probably taken matters another step forward in her dispute with her parents about when she was going to be allowed to do what in her life.

			Derric had already told Becca that the girl was pressing her mom and dad about their dating rule: no dates on her own with a boy until she was sixteen. When Derric had eaten lunch with the Vicklands on that Sunday he’d gone to La Conner on his own, she’d announced to all present that “me and Derric need some alone time. It’s only right. And it’s not like we’re gonna do anything, Mom.” She said her parents’ restrictions were “totally and absolutely unfair ’cause I can’t even be alone with a boy unless we’re, like, totally visible to you. Like sitting on the front porch in broad daylight. And then these guys make fun of me.”

			“These guys” were her siblings. They were out and about with boyfriends and girlfriends and it wasn’t fair that she had to wait. “They had to wait, too” did not appease her.

			Her dad told her at that Sunday lunch that if Derric wanted to visit, it was fine. If he wanted to take her some place, it was also fine. But, he’d added with a stern look that attempted to telegraph there would be no further discussion because he was tired of repeatedly laying down the law to his daughter, she could only go with Derric if someone else went along, too. “One of your sisters can go or one of your brothers,” he told her. Then he added meaningfully, “Or Derric can bring his girlfriend Becca.”

			Rejoice had bristled at that and announced, “Becca is his friend, Dad, not his girlfriend,” and as Derric was about to correct her, Jeff Vickland said, “She’s a girl. She’s his friend. Ergo, she’s his girlfriend. And the topic is closed.”

			Derric concluded the story with, “And now there’s this,” as he took his iPhone from his pocket. He tapped it a few times and handed it over to Becca. She saw that it was a picture of Rejoice, a selfie she’d taken with a background of one of the family’s vast tulip fields behind her, the green of the sprouting bulbs making knitted furrows that extended virtually to the horizon.

			She was grinning the same grin that Derric possessed, the one that made her resemble him so much that Becca was continually amazed that Rejoice’s family hadn’t figured out he was her brother yet. Now, though, there was going to be little doubt about the matter. For Rejoice had shaved her head, like his, in the manner of the girls in the Kampala orphanage from which they had both been adopted.

			“Looks like you’ve got trouble,” Becca told him.

			Derric said, taking the iPhone back from her, “I guess I can’t hope that her mom and dad are like white people who say everyone black looks the same to them.”

			“I guess you can’t,” Becca said.

			He observed the picture. “At least she’s finally getting into being African,” he pointed out hopefully.

			“Uh, Der . . . I don’t think that’s what she’s getting into.”

			Derric was quiet for a moment. The fire popped behind them. He removed his parka. She did the same. He finally said, “Well, I’m going to pretend that’s what she’s getting into. Like ‘Hey, girl, now you’re doing it right. Ugandans rock!’ Something like that.”

			“And then what?” Becca asked him.

			“Get her some African scarves and clothes and whatever?”

			“Okay. And then what?”

			He shoved the phone into his pocket. “Absolute hell if I know,” he said.

			• • •

			IT WAS TWO days later when Becca went into the high school library, cutting short her lunchtime in order to log on to one of the computers there. Derric’s problem with Rejoice aside, she had her own issues. So she went first to her e-mail account to see if there was anything new from Parker Natalia. When she saw that there was, her heart did its usual loud thump that heralded hope.

			From Parker’s e-mail, she learned that he’d given the word about Laurel Armstrong to the cop he knew who had contacts in Canadian immigration. The cop, Parker said, would check things out. But then he added that it might come down to Becca traveling up to Nelson herself, maybe giving an interview about Laurel Armstrong to the paper or something like that.

			Becca had to get him away from that idea fast. She had no passport, and although she did have a copy of Rebecca Dolores King’s birth certificate, it was only a copy and not the original. She wondered if, in these days of terrorists, a simple copy would suffice to get someone a passport. She doubted it.

			She went from her e-mail to Google, and there she typed in Jeff Corrie’s name. There were no new developments, so she checked out the reporter Olivia Bolding’s progress on whatever story she might be attempting to write about the missing Hannah Armstrong.

			There, her anxiety spiked when she saw that Olivia Bolding wasn’t about to let the Hannah Armstrong dog die. Since Becca had last been on the computer in Langley’s library to see what the reporter was up to, Olivia Bolding had been to Hannah Armstrong’s high school, from which she’d disappeared early in her freshman year. There, she’d interviewed Hannah’s teachers, most of whom had dutifully declared Hannah to be an exemplary student. She’d also unearthed Hannah’s freshman picture, which was several years more recent than the pictures Jeff Corrie had earlier supplied the newspapers. Becca stared at the picture and tried to see in it evidence of who she was now.

			Hannah Armstrong had been fat. Chubby was only a euphemism for triple chins and thunder thighs. She’d worn her hair long but had done nothing with it, other than to fasten it with a barrette at the back of her head. It was also strawberry blond. Or strawberry blondish. It wasn’t at all what it had been altered to by the time she’d arrived on Whidbey Island as Becca King.

			Becca King had come to Whidbey as fat as Hannah but, through the necessity of getting around on a bike, she had eventually become slim and athletic. Her hair had been dyed hideous Goth black, but that, too, had changed along with the shedding of the weight. Now her hair was light brown, and it capped her head. And although she still wore the same phony glasses she’d had on upon her arrival on the island, she’d backed way off on the amount of makeup she’d once used. She could, she’d decided a few months earlier, only keep up the general hideousness of her appearance so long before she couldn’t stand it any longer.


			Now, she wanted to believe, and she had to believe, that she no longer resembled the Hannah Armstrong who’d disappeared from San Diego. So she decided that this was indeed the case because at the moment, what other choice did she have?
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			Jenn decided to take Becca’s advice, once she learned that Lexie Ovanov, too, had acquired an athletic scholarship. For her, it was track and field. UCLA was giving her a free ride because of her performance as a distance runner. She did her own training in the early morning out on the track and on weekends with a coach from over town. Jenn hadn’t known this. But when she saw Lexie running against the fastest boy on the track team just for fun and leaving him in the dust, she figured she should sign up for what Cynthia and Lexie were offering her. It sure as heck couldn’t hurt her, and it sure as heck might help her make the All Island team.

			Neither of the girls was put out that she’d turned Cynthia down earlier. It seemed that, for them, it was one for all and all for one and who cared what had been said in the past? Lexie said she’d work with Jenn on her running and her weight training. Cynthia said she’d take on dribbling, passing, and holding on to the ball. “It’ll be good for all of us,” Cynthia concluded. “Lexie’s been getting lazy anyway.”

			“As if,” was Lexie’s rejoinder. “I can take you on any day of the week.”

			“And so you do,” Cynthia said with a leer. Both of them laughed. Jenn got hot in the face.

			The girls both pushed her hard. Jenn found them tough but extremely helpful. Cynthia stayed in Jenn’s face whenever she tried to do anything with the ball. Lexie started her on the track, telling her that developing speed on the trails was an interesting way to look at things, but since soccer wasn’t exactly played on forest trails, it made a whole lot more sense to be on a level surface where she could build up her speed and then combine it with an ability to scramble when under pressure. Lexie was there to supply the pressure. Out on the lawn, she charged Jenn like a barbarian warrior, coming at her full speed with screams and shouts. This, naturally, attracted the attention of anyone who happened to be in the vicinity. When Jenn saw other kids looking at them, she cringed a bit.

			She wanted not to care that Lexie was gay. But Squat’s remarks about both of the girls—Cynthia and Lexie—kept intruding. She shoved them away as best she could. Still they came back and especially so when Cynthia and Lexie were together.

			At least they didn’t do anything in the showers while she was around, Jenn told herself reassuringly. She might have accidentally witnessed them messing with each other that one day, but once she joined them in training, they kept a distance from each other. No more soaping each other up, no more shampooing each other’s hair, no more kissing while naked with the water streaming around them. They still joked, slapped each other on the butt, and made comments that seemed to be private jokes between them. But that was it.

			Jenn discovered almost by accident that Lexie had another girlfriend. This was on a day after training and showers when Lexie mentioned to Cynthia that Sara-Jane had found such a deal on tickets that she’d bought them at once and without asking Lexie how long she wanted to stay in Europe that summer.

			Lexie’s conclusion was, “I hate it when she does that.”

			“Yeah, but on the other hand,” Cynthia pointed out reasonably, “you want to go to Europe together, right?”

			“Course. And I know, I’m a control freak. I want to be the one to decide things for myself. For Sara-Jane, too, I guess.”

			From this Jenn understood that Lexie would be heading to Europe after graduation and she’d be traveling with someone other than Cynthia. At first she figured that Sara-Jane was a relative. Lexie’s sister, maybe, or perhaps a cousin.

			But then Lexie said, “She’s also decided we have to spend time in Venice. Way too much time in Venice, if you ask me. It’ll be romantic, she says. Gondolas, locking lips while some guy pushes us through the canals, plays a mandolin, and croons about love.”

			Cynthia laughed. “Sounds like she’s getting very serious. Gondolas? You go straight into engagement after that. Then it’s marriage, the family, and you’re finished for life. I told you hooking up with someone so much older was going to cause problems.”

			“It’s not like I don’t love her,” Lexie said. “It’s just that I want to make a few of my own decisions.”

			Jenn was intrigued when it became clear that Lexie was talking about someone with whom she was involved outside of her relationship with Cynthia. So when Cynthia glanced in her direction—jeans in one hand and yellow cashmere sweater in the other—and said, “What? You’re looking like something’s on your mind,” Jenn turned away hastily and started pulling her clothes out of her locker.

			“Nope, nothing,” Jenn said.

			A little silence ensued as they put their clothes on. Then Cynthia said, “Oh. Sara-Jane, right?”

			“Sara who?” Jenn asked, striving for innocence.

			“I bet you think Lexie’s cheating on her partner.”

			Jenn didn’t want to say what she was really thinking, which was maybe things were different for lesbians since they weren’t exactly going to get each other pregnant so maybe it didn’t matter who did what and when and how. But she didn’t know what she could say in place of that. So she went with, “I guess I don’t get it.”

			“Get what?” Lexie had come to Jenn’s locker and was leaning nearby. She’d bent and picked up one of Jenn’s shoes, and for a second Jenn thought she meant to threaten her with it, although she couldn’t say why Lexie would bother to do that.

			Still, she did feel the other girl’s presence more acutely than usual, so she said, “I thought you guys . . . you know . . . you and Cynthia . . . I thought you were a couple.”

			“Like in the Big Romance?” Lexie looked at Cynthia. They both laughed. “We’d kill each other in three days,” Lexie told her.

			“Hey! Maybe we’d last a week, Lex,” Cynthia said.

			“Oh.” Jenn frowned. She looked in the direction of the showers. She’d seen what she’d seen, so if Lexie and Cynthia wanted to pretend they weren’t involved, what was it to her?

			“We’re just friends,” Cynthia told her.

			“Right,” Jenn said.

			“With privileges,” Lexie added.

			“Oh. Right.” Jenn wondered if she could come up with another word besides right. She felt like a dolt.

			“You know what that means, don’t you?” Cynthia asked.

			“I’m not totally stupid,” Jenn told her. “I just thought . . . You guys are always together and I’ve seen you and whatever. Never mind. My bad.”

			“Sara-Jane’s in grad school,” Lexie said. “Second year of a PhD program in California, at USC. We don’t have strings when we’re not together. If we meet someone, it’s okay to mess around.”

			“That’s what friends with privileges means,” Cynthia said.

			Jenn wanted to say “I know what it means,” but more than that, she wanted to put the conversation behind them. She found the discussion excruciating. The way they acted together, anyone would have thought the same thing: that they were exclusive. That this wasn’t the case was, she told herself, No Big Deal.

			She held out her hand for the shoe that Lexie was holding. She’d already put its mate in her locker.

			Lexie gestured with it. “This thing’s no good. It’s all worn down, Jenn. You need a new pair. And this brand . . . ? Why’d you buy it?”

			“It was what they had.” Jenn plucked the shoe from Lexie and shoved it with the other.

			“What kind of athletic store has only one brand of shoes?”

			“They’re what I could afford,” Jenn said. There was no way she intended to tell Lexie that they were also what Good Cheer Thrift had available on the day she ducked in to see what—if anything—she could use for athletic shoes this school year.

			“You got to get something better,” Lexie told her. “You can’t make the All Island team with these. You can’t even get better at training with these.”

			“I’m saving up.”

			“Have a job?”

			“Not yet. I’m working on it.”

			Jenn shut her locker decisively and spun the dial on the lock. She began to get the rest of her stuff together. So did the other two girls albeit more slowly.

			She was out of the locker room quickly after that, but she only got as far as the school’s main entrance when Lexie and Cynthia caught up with her. Lexie called out, “Idea here!” and Cynthia simultaneously called, “Wait up, Jenn.”

			Kids were leaving the band room after a late practice. Jenn saw it was jazz band, with Hayley Cartwright and Derric Mathieson among them. She just thanked God Squat wasn’t a member because she knew he’d give her grief if he saw her talking to Cynthia and Lexie. She waited for them. The other kids passed by. Jenn moved to one side so that Cynthia and Lexie could say whatever they needed to say away from the crowd.

			It was Lexie who spoke. “Ever done restaurant work?”

			“Like what? Be a waitress? No.”

			“Not a waitress,” Lexie said. “I work at G & G’s, in Freeland? Up above Holmes Harbor? We need a busboy. I know the owners, and I c’n put in a word for you. Minimum wage, but you’d get a share of the tips. You wouldn’t be rolling in it ’cause they only do dinner, but you’d have enough for shoes and the rest.”

			“Freeland?” Jenn said. It was a stalling tactic. Working with Lexie? She didn’t know. . . .

			“It’s a good idea,” Cynthia said. “Lexie’s leaving for the summer. You could train as a waitress and take over for her when she’s gone.”

			“I dunno,” Jenn said. “I don’t know how I’d get there in time, after practice, I mean.”

			“I’ll drive you.” Lexie snapped her fingers to show how easy it would be.

			“But it’s way too far for you to take me home,” Jenn said next.

			“You could take the island bus home,” Cynthia pointed out. “You do that after practice anyway.”

			“Give you time for your homework,” Lexie said. “Anyway, think about it.”


			Jenn said she would but she knew she wouldn’t. Truth was there was no way on earth she was going to spend time in a car alone with Lexie Ovanov. With her attitude toward the friends-with-privileges thing, the last thing Jenn wanted was any kind of relationship with Lexie.
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			It was one of those rotten late winter March days in the Pacific Northwest when spring remains only a wish. The wind was threatening to topple the alders that had reached the end of their life span along with all Douglas firs that possessed too shallow roots. Rain was falling in great waving sheets. It seemed that winter would go on forever.

			In this weather, Ralph Darrow was returning home, traveling inside one of the island’s paratransit vans with his wheelchair strapped into position. He’d worked hard to get to this point. He’d demonstrated his ability to walk, he’d made marked progress in living as a one-armed man, and with his house approved for someone in his condition, there was no reason to keep him in any care facility for another day.

			Seth was with him in the van. Rich Darrow was following in his car, accompanied by Prynne. Behind them, Steph Vanderslip cruised. She would give the okay to Ralph’s return once he showed her he could manage the ramp up to the porch as well as negotiate the hall, the kitchen, the living room, his bedroom, and the bathroom by using the newly installed handrails. Ralph understood that the onus was on him. At least Seth was pretty sure he understood, although his grandfather continued to have trouble with language.

			He could tell, though, that Grand was pleased to be going home. Seth only hoped that he would approve of the changes to his house.

			The transit van negotiated the rising driveway off Newman Road, and from there Seth directed the driver to the new, secondary driveway that curved off to the right of the hill that hid the house. He saw his grandfather’s eyes widen when they made this turn and then proceeded down the slope. Seth had deliberately not told him that a new route had been forged to get him home easily. He’d wanted that to be a surprise.

			“Pretty cool, huh?” Seth said to him. “Me and Derric did it. Some guys from work helped. We sold the trees to finance it, plus the rest of the changes in the house.”

			Ralph reached out with his good hand and clutched Seth’s arm tightly. “Gud,” he managed. “Fahv et . . .”

			Seth smiled, knowing what Grand wanted to say. Ralph had called him “favorite male grandchild” for his entire life, despite the fact that he was the only male grandchild. Seth said to him, “This’s gonna be tough because of the rain. But if you can manage it in a downpour, you can do anything.”

			The van came to a halt at the brick path that ran between the house and Ralph’s shop. Rich and Steph Vanderslip had parked above in the older area behind the hillock, and through the back windows of the van, Seth and Ralph could see them descending the new driveway along with Prynne. The rain began to let up.

			Rich opened the van doors and smiled at his father. He said, “Welcome home, old guy.”

			As if God was on their side, at that precise moment, the sun came out. The rain became a mist and through this mist, a rainbow shone. Prynne said, “If that’s not cool, then nothing is.”

			Ralph was lowered from the van in his wheelchair. Seth rolled him along the brick path toward the front of the house. He could see that his grandfather was mostly concentrating on his garden at this point. It hadn’t been seen to and was in desperate need of its autumn cleanup and its winter alterations.

			Seth leaned over and said into Ralph’s ear, “No worries, Grand. I haven’t got to this part of the place yet, but I will. Promise. You’ll have to tell me what to do, though. I don’t want to wreck anything.”

			“Gud bo,” Ralph said slowly.

			When they reached the ramp, the front door opened. Seth was half-expecting Becca, even though it was a school day and too early for her to be back home. But instead a twentysomething guy with the body of a wide receiver came out of the house. They’d left a key for him just in case he got there while they were gone, and so he had.

			He was the first of the home health care aides whom Rich Darrow had chosen. His name was Jake Burns, he was a good-looking mix of Vietnamese and Anglo, and his arms bulged with muscles that he no doubt put to good use when he worked with patients.

			Seth felt a little twinge when he saw him, because this was the dude who was going to be there in the house while Prynne was there, and he wasn’t sure how he felt about Prynne being alone with the guy. Jake Burns was a stud, and he was damn good-looking on top of that.

			The home health care aide came down the ramp, squatted in front of the wheelchair, and extended his hand to Ralph. He said, “Mr. Darrow, it’s good to meet you. I’m Jake Burns, and I’m here to make your life run smooth, sir.” He already knew Rich Darrow, but he extended his hand to him and to the others as well, repeating their names as they said them to him and offering a smile that Seth figured was capable of melting hearts around the globe. “Let’s get you up on your feet, sir,” Jake then said to Ralph. “I know this lady here is going to want to see you do your stuff on the ramp. Need help? Steady now? Use the handrails, sir. Good thing the rain stopped, huh?”

			It was going to be tricky, Seth saw, because Grand had only one good arm. But his walking had improved so much that Seth hoped he could manage the gentle slope of the ramp. He held his breath as Jake steadied Ralph on his feet. Ralph nodded his thanks, took a hesitant step, and then gained assurance when his good hand curved around the rail.

			The chicken wire over the wood served its purpose. There was no slipping or sliding. Just a slow, sure walk up to the porch. Ralph managed it as Steph Vanderslip stood to one side and watched. When he made it after what seemed like ten minutes, she said, “Now that’s what we’re looking for, Mr. Darrow. Nice job. Let’s get you inside and check out the rest.”

			Once inside the house, it seemed to Seth that his grandfather became the real Ralph Darrow again. His expression altered to that old mixture of sardonic and wise. Someone had cut his long hair during his time in the hospital and in rehab, but it was growing out now, on its way to the length he preferred, which was well below his shoulders and tied back beneath his cowboy hat that was, at the moment, hanging on its usual peg beside the front door.

			Seth stood back. He worried about how Grand was going to feel not having access to his bedroom on the upper floor any longer, and he shot a concerned look at Prynne as Ralph, Steph, and Rich headed in that direction with Jake leading the way.

			He felt Prynne take his hand, linking her fingers with his. She said, “It’s gonna be good. No worries. And the guy—Jake?—he seems, like, perfect to be here during the day.”

			“That’s part of my worries,” Seth told her. “You and Captain America, with lots of time to get to know each other.”

			Prynne stepped back to get a better look at his face. “Seriously?”

			“The guy’s a stud.”

			“He’s here to do a job, dope. Grand has tons of work to do, with physical therapy and language. And anyway . . .” She wrinkled her brow and examined him.

			“What?” he said.

			“You’re my guy. Don’t you trust me? I don’t like not being trusted, Seth.”

			“My deal, not yours,” was what Seth told her. And it was true. At some point in his life he had to get past that less-than feeling that kept raising its ugly head. He was who he was, and that was good enough: for him, for his parents, for his friends, for Prynne. “I trust you, Prynne. Like I said, it’s me, not you.”

			Ralph seemed to have approved the bedroom and the bathroom. He also appeared to understand that Becca would continue to live in the house and do the cooking and the cleaning. He nodded when it was explained that he and Becca had simply switched rooms. Rich added, “For now,” although all of them knew that it wasn’t likely Grand was going to be able to manage the stairs again.

			“It’s all looking good to me,” was Steph Vanderslip’s announcement when Ralph had demonstrated his ability to get around the house. “The objective, Mr. Darrow,” she told him, “is to have you living on your own once again, without assistance. That could happen if you keep up the work. The language has got to improve, though.”

			“It . . .” Ralph seemed to search for the word. It took some time. They all waited. “Wheel,” he finally managed. He pointed to his head. “Try . . . fend . . .”

			Seth swallowed the lump that formed in his throat. It wasn’t only that Grand had lost words. He’d also lost the ability even to form them.

			But Steph nodded, saying, “Welcome home, then,” and to the rest of them, “Now you let me know if there’s anything I can do to help out. Nice job,” she added to Seth. “When I want some work done on my house, you’re the guy I’m going to call.”

			And then she left them and it was time for Ralph to get to know what the routine would be, what Jake would be doing, and what Prynne would be doing. Her part—aside from keeping an eye on things—would be language skills. To that end, they’d bought flash cards, board games, and photograph books to help Ralph recapture his vocabulary.

			Jake, then, suggested Ralph come into the kitchen, where he had sandwiches ready. He had Ralph lead the way, and as they went, he told Seth’s granddad a bit about himself. Football, UW, and two concussions, he said. “I wanted to have enough brains left to get into nursing, sir, so that was it for me. Now I just watch. Huskies and the ’Hawks. You into football, sir?” He did his nursing course in night school, he explained. He was well on his way to earning an RN degree.

			Footsteps pounded across the front porch just as Ralph was settled at the kitchen table. At first Seth figured it was Steph Vanderslip, having forgotten something. But then the door swung open, and Seth’s aunt Brenda stood there.

			Rich Darrow said, “He’s done it all, Bren: the ramp, the house, everything. This’s Jake Burns,” he added as Jake’s head appeared around the door to the kitchen. “My sister Brenda,” Rich said to Jake.

			She didn’t acknowledge Jake’s “Nice to meet you, ma’am.” Nor did she acknowledge either Seth or Prynne. Instead, she walked to the kitchen to observe her father, said, “What kind of sandwich is that? It had better be something easy for him to chew and swallow.”

			“Tuna and mayo,” Jake told her.

			“Celery? Nuts? Seeds? What else is in it?”

			“Christ, Bren, Dad can eat,” Rich Darrow said.

			“Dad can choke as well,” she shot back at him.

			“Chopped celery and relish,” Jake said, and to Ralph, “You think you’re okay with this, Mr. Darrow?”

			“Of course he’ll think he’s okay,” Brenda snapped. “Are you an idiot? He’s had a stroke.”

			Jake said nothing in reply, and Rich went into the kitchen and suggested that Brenda come join him in the living room. A fire was laid there, and he lit it. He gestured to Ralph’s new chair and chose the hearth for himself as Seth and Prynne went for the chess table that sat beneath one of the living room windows looking out into the dull winter garden.

			“Here’s what you need to know, Richard,” Brenda said to her brother before he could make a remark. “This is just a courtesy call. I stopped at your place first. Amy told me where to find you, by the way.” She said this last bit triumphantly, as if it had been some big betrayal, Seth thought: his mom revealing to Aunt Brenda where his dad had gone. “I’m on my way to Oak Harbor,” Brenda continued. “I’m filing a petition for guardianship.”

			Seth wasn’t sure what this meant, but he could tell from his dad’s expression that it wasn’t good. Rich said, “Come on. Don’t do that. If nothing else, it gets us into a legal wrangling that could—”

			“No legal wrangling at all. The judge appoints someone to evaluate Dad’s circumstances. You know what I mean: his ability to care for himself, make financial decisions, and keep this place in good condition. That person will take a look at everything. He—or she, of course—will also have Dad examined by a doctor.”

			“Brenda—”

			Brenda held up a hand to silence him, continuing with, “The doctor will make a report. Based on that and the evaluation of Dad’s circumstances, the judge will decide if guardianship is needed. It’s very simple.” She added with a thin smile, “Dad can have a jury trial if he wants, of course, based on what the reports say about him. But I don’t encourage that, to be honest, because the cost to him—and, obviously, the cost to you—would probably get out of hand.”

			Prynne and Seth exchanged a look. Brenda had been talking quietly, but Seth’s worry was that his grandfather might have heard. And he was going to hear if things heated up, which they definitely would if Seth’s dad couldn’t stay cool in the face of what his sister was planning to do.

			Seth was surprised when all Rich did was sigh. He said, “I’d hoped we could resolve this easier, but I guess we can’t.” He then brought out of his jacket a business-size envelope and handed it to his sister. “It’s durable power of attorney for health care,” he told her. “Dad signed it when he turned seventy. It makes me, not you, the responsible party, Bren.”

			From where he was sitting, Seth could hear his aunt draw in breath like a gasp. There was no other sound aside from the popping of sap in the wood burning in the fireplace. Brenda unfolded the paperwork, which consisted of two pages. She read through them, and the rest of them waited for her reaction.

			Calmly, she folded the paperwork and returned it to its envelope. “I see a signature, Rich, but it hasn’t been notarized.”

			“It doesn’t need to be notarized.”

			“That’s not quite true,” Brenda said. “So you’ve got yourself a bit of a problem.”

			Rich’s eyes narrowed as he said, “What the hell are you talking about?”

			“I’m talking about the fact that this doesn’t look like Dad’s signature to me.”

			“Come on, Brenda, you know—”


			“Gosh, I know nothing at all. As far as I can tell—and anyone else, for that matter—this signature’s nothing but a forgery, Richard.”


		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			


			16

			Everything at Ralph Darrow’s place trundled along. Grand did what he was supposed to do with physical therapy and language practice, and the two home health care aides showed up on time and were useful in assisting him. Prynne turned up promptly at seven in the morning to take the day shift of calming everyone’s concerns. Becca got home after school as soon as she could manage it via bus and bike in order to do the same until the next morning. The only problem was Seth’s aunt. But mostly Brenda remained offstage, making thunder noises by rattling pans.

			Still, Becca worried about where this Aunt Brenda thing was heading. Seth told her the situation was no big deal because his dad had had Grand sign some papers about his health care a couple of years back. So Rich was the one with power, not Brenda. But Becca wasn’t sure this was the case. Yet until something more happened with Brenda Sloan—like her showing up with the sheriff or something—there wasn’t much Becca could do. She only wished Grand was making more progress. Physically, he was more adept. But his language skills were not improving. No one was sure why. And until he acquired the necessary language to express himself, there would always need to be someone with him in case an emergency developed.

			Even his whispers had not greatly improved. They were still choppy, and although Becca could pick up his memory visions, his whispers weren’t able to clarify what those visions meant.

			“Hey you,” was the greeting of the second home health care aide to Becca about a week later. “How’s love treating you, girl? You engaged to that gorgeous hunk of yours yet? Better get on it ’cause the two of you . . . ? You’re gonna make some bee-you-tee-ful, babies.” She was called Celia Black, and she was a tiny birdlike thing of extraordinary strength. From Oklahoma originally, she spoke with a marked midwestern accent and the kind of small town friendliness that made her a good fit on the island.

			“I figure graduating from high school might be a better goal right now,” Becca told her.

			Celia hooted. “Don’t give me that one. I know kids.”

			“Need any help with anything?” Becca asked.

			“Nope. Me and Ralphie here just about got things under control.” She and Grand were seated at the chess table across the living room. She held up one of the flash cards for Ralph. A bright green tractor was pictured on it. “He’s being the ornery one today, though. Come on now, Ralphie, you knew this yesterday.”

			Becca crossed the room to the chess table, plucking the earbud of the AUD box from her ear and removing the box itself from the waistband of her jeans. She bent to Ralph Darrow and kissed him on the cheek.

			“Hey, Grand,” she said. “You being ornery like Celia says?”

			Ralph turned his head. He said, “Beck,” in that new voice he had that struggled for sound. But what he had on his mind was more than that. Tooper ole came to her, as did Tybassle. The first she figured out fairly quickly. Grand didn’t appreciate being called Ralphie. At seventy-plus years old, who would? Ralphie made him feel like a toddler. Tooper ole meant two years old. The second, though . . . Becca had to think about that one. Tybassle. But then it came to her. Thai. Basil. Near the highway, in a small area of businesses developed from a square of repurposed historic buildings called Bayview Corner, there was a Thai restaurant: the Basil Café. She went into the kitchen, looked into the fridge and then called out to Celia, “Hey, what d’you think about Thai food for dinner? If I call in an order to the Basil Café, could you pick it up? I got the cash.”

			Celia said to Ralph, “You want Thai food, Ralphie?” And when Ralph Darrow growled in reply, “I don’t think he wants it, Becca.”

			“Try it by calling him Ralph, maybe. Or Mr. Darrow. That might make a difference.”

			“Why?”

			“Just a feeling I have.” Becca came to the doorway, leaned against the jamb. She held a takeaway menu in her hand.

			Celia said to Ralph, “You want me to call you Ralph? Or Mr. Darrow, honey? I c’n do that easy as anything.”

			“Mr. Darrow might be the best,” Becca said. “That’s what Jake calls him, and he does anything Jake asks him to do.”

			“Yeah? Well, heck, then. Mr. Darrow it is. You give me that menu, Becky, hon. Me and Mr. Darrow’ll decide what eats we want.”

			Becca cringed at Becky but she decided one baby step at a time would be best. She handed Celia the menu and said, “Isn’t Prynne here? Did she take off already?”

			“Haven’t seen hide or hair,” Celia told her. “She here, Ralphie? Whoops. Mr. Darrow?”

			Ralph pointed at the ceiling. “No white,” were the words he managed.

			Becca figured he meant that Prynne was upstairs. Maybe Not right was what he was trying to say, she thought. If that was the case, either he didn’t want her up above or something was wrong with Prynne.

			Becca said to him, “I’ll check on her, Grand.”

			She went to the stairs. In Ralph’s former bedroom overlooking the garden, Prynne lay on the bed. Her arm was across her eyes in the manner of someone with a head-splitting migraine.

			Becca stood quite still but got nothing at all from Prynne, which suggested she was deeply asleep. She crossed the room and touched her shoulder in a featherlike gesture against the sweater Prynne was wearing. Immediately, her vision altered and she saw the same young bearded man she’d glimpsed before. This time, though, he was with two little kids. They wore small backpacks, and one of them also carried a red lunch box with TOOTSIE ROLL written in white upon it. They were climbing into an old VW van. The young man looked up. His expression marked him as deeply irritated. He gave an arm wave that clearly said “Get out of here,” and that was it. The vision lasted less than five seconds. But it was crystal clear.

			Prynne stirred. Things get unfair when it’s too much came from her. She murmured, “Hey. Whoa,” as she lowered her arm from her eyes and saw Becca. She was, Becca realized, utterly stoned.

			She knew Prynne did weed. But she wasn’t supposed to smoke at Ralph’s, and anyway, there was no scent of weed in the air. Not that that mattered because she was there to keep on top of things, to keep an eye on what was going on with Grand, and to help out wherever it was necessary. She wasn’t there to get high.

			“What are you doing?” Becca whispered tersely. “What did you take? And don’t say nothing because I’m not an idiot.”

			Prynne blinked twice, more an exercising of her eyelids to see if they still functioned rather than anything else. “Damn. Sorry,” she told Becca. “I just . . . I didn’t think it would do anything.”

			“What?”

			“Weed oil.”

			“Weed oil? Are you crazy? How d’you think Seth would feel if he knew that when you’re here, with Grand, and everyone’s depending on you . . .”

			“Chill,” Prynne said. “I just took a teaspoon. I didn’t know how strong it was. And nothing was going on anyway except Jake helping Grand eat lunch.”

			“So you’ve been stoned since lunchtime? Oh that’s just great, Prynne. And where’d you get weed oil anyway?”

			“There’s the shop . . . you know . . . over by the lumber place.”

			“You bought it? You’re telling me you also have a fake ID?”

			Prynne swung her legs over the side of the bed. She’d removed her eye patch but she wasn’t wearing her glass eye, so Becca had her first look at what childhood cancer had done to Prynne. She wanted to feel a little bad for her, but she was so ticked off that she also wanted to smack her.

			Prynne reached for the eye patch and fastened it around her head. She said, “I’m sorry. I just went inside to see what they had and this guy was buying some and he told me it was righteous. I sort of said I was so totally looking forward to being twenty-one and he sort of said he’d give me a sample if I wanted some.”

			“Wait. Are you saying that you went there today? While you were supposed to be here with Grand?”

			“Nothing was going on here!” Prynne said hotly. “I was gone, like, twenty minutes. And Jake said I could go, okay? He and Grand were playing chess and I needed to get some tampons because it’s not like Grand exactly keeps them here and I don’t know where yours are. So that’s what happened and I’m sorry. I didn’t think it would affect me like this. But it’s not like I committed some capital crime.”

			Can’t do it won’t do can’t I knew comprised a rush of words like the wind blowing Becca’s hair back. Seth and that’s it for me the best person and who am I really I screw up.

			Becca saw that Prynne was more upset with herself than she was with Becca. It was time to back off. Prynne had blown it, but she wasn’t a bad person. She said, “Okay. Sorry. I freaked out. But you can’t do it again. You know that, right?”

			“Course.” Prynne got to her feet. She swayed a little. Becca grabbed her arm.

			There he was again. That guy. Youngish, bearded, smiling at her, making an O with his lips and then giving a grin. Then he was gone, and Prynne was there. Becca wanted to ask who he was and how he fit into Prynne’s life. She wanted to know because of Seth. But there was no way that she could ask the questions. It was part of the curse of the seeing and the hearing with which she was both afflicted and blessed.

			She said to Prynne, “You better not leave till you come down from that stuff. No way do you want to be on the road.”


			“Got it,” Prynne said. She was quiet as Becca headed toward the door. Before Becca left the room altogether, she spoke again, though. “Please don’t tell Seth, okay?”
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			Jenn had buried the hatchet with Squat before they saw the first of the posters that had gone up around the school during the lunch hour. They were hard to miss. Someone with a talent for drawing had created a bunch of steam punk images that were collecting a crowd at every poster: imaginative trains, outrageous flying machines, cars with parachutes attached, submarines that looked like giant squids. You just had to walk over to see what they were advertising.

			Jenn and Squat worked their way to the front of the group standing before a poster that featured one of the flying machines. It turned out to be an announcement for something called the Rainbow Prom. Seeing this, Jenn figured at first that it was all about coming up with a dance to make it seem as if winter was actually going to end someday. Rain and rainbows . . .

			“Don’t be such a concrete head,” Squat said in reply to her observation. He glanced around at the other kids and then worked his way out of the group, taking Jenn with him.

			“What?” she said.

			“Rainbow, Jenn. Rainbow prom.”

			“So?”

			“It’s a dance for bent twigs.”

			Jenn was processing this and deciding how she felt about the expression bent twigs when Squat went on, perhaps assuming she’d not picked up on what he meant. He said. “Those living on the other side of normal? Girls into girls? Guys into guys? Guys into being girls? Girls into being guys? You get my meaning?” To emphasize his point, Squat held up his hands and made a cross with them, as if to ward off vampires. “Save me!” he joked.

			He got noticed. Jenn saw the smirks on some faces of kids who’d looked at the poster. She also saw the scowls on the faces of others. She was about to tell Squat to keep his opinions to himself when Becca walked up and saw the poster. She said to Jenn, “Cool! A prom! When is it?”

			“You’d actually go?” Jenn asked her.

			“Huh? Wouldn’t you? You probably don’t even need a date. But if you want one . . .” She turned to Squat. “Why don’t you take Jenn to the prom?”

			“You whacked out?” he demanded. “No frigging way. It might be catching.”

			“What might be catching?”

			He pointed to the smaller print at the bottom of the sign. This indicated that the prom was being sponsored by the Gay-Straight Alliance on campus. Becca said, after reading this, “But if it’s gay and straight, anyone can go.”

			Squat’s reply was, “Oh sure. Anyone can go, long as they don’t care if someone of the same sex puts hands on their personal parts. That, however, ain’t going to be me.”

			Jenn found that she’d become even more irritated as he’d gone on. She said to him, “What is your problem, Squat? The way you act . . . It’s like you’re already one of them and you have to pretend that—”

			“Oh right,” Squat scoffed. “I’m one of them like you’re one of them, Jenn.” He gave her a shrewd look. “And maybe you are. Out there on the track every day now, aren’t you?”

			“You keeping tabs on me now?”

			Jenn saw Becca fiddling with her hearing thingy, working on the earbud as if it was dirty. She said, “Hey, you guys . . .” in the tone of someone who was trying to pour balm on a sore.

			Squat, however, wasn’t to be mollified. He said, “You better start thinking about what you’re doing, Jenn.”

			To which Jenn said, “And you better stop.”

			• • •

			SHE WAS STILL ticked off at him after school as she banged into the locker room to change into her training clothes. She’d thought she knew Squat better than anyone. His older brother was a creep and a half, but Squat had always been live-and-let-live and all the rest. She couldn’t figure out what was happening with him.

			At her locker, she dropped her backpack and went for the lock. Then she saw that beneath it stood a pair of shoes. They were identical to kind that both Cynthia and Lexie wore. She could tell they were only slightly used.

			“They’re mine. I thought you could wear ’em.”

			Jenn looked up. Lexie and Cynthia had just come around the corner into the aisle where they, too, had their lockers. Lexie was the one who’d spoken.

			“Don’t you need them?” Jenn asked. Shoes like this? She would wear them till they fell apart. Then she saw that Lexie’s own shoes were new, and she realized that the other girl saw her as a charity case. The fact that she was one, the fact that her whole family was one . . . Jenn couldn’t stand the idea that people knew about the McDaniels family’s poverty. You couldn’t register for the food bank, for the family support center, for Holiday House at Christmas, and for year-round free lunches without everyone knowing you were in a bad way. But Jenn didn’t talk about this, and unlike Petey and Andy, she didn’t take part in anything that would mark her as needy. So she said, “I don’t want . . .” Only, she did. She wanted the shoes and she wanted what they might do to improve her performance.

			Lexie said, “You don’t have to take ’em. I get new ones every year, no matter what. I figured if you’re the same size, you can use those. I’m not going to, and they’re just going to end up at the thrift store.”

			Jenn said, “Okay. Thanks,” but the thought of wearing Lexie’s shoes any longer than was absolutely necessary prompted Jenn to bring up the busboy job that Lexie had mentioned. That job would give her what she needed: not only to pay for her place on the All Island Girls’ Soccer team, should she make it, but also to buy what she needed for training. Among that stuff would be good shoes, new shoes so that she could return these others to Lexie.

			She didn’t want to consider why taking them—not to mention wearing them—was such an issue for her. She just told herself she wanted to be able to do things on her own.

			In the cause of this, she said to Lexie, “I been thinking a lot about that job you told me about.”

			Lexie turned from her locker where she’d just pulled out her training clothes. Before she replied, she jerked her hoodie off and removed her bra. Jenn glanced away, but it was to see Cynthia watching her with a thoughtful look on her face. Jenn moved her own gaze back to Lexie who was getting into a sports bra and reaching for sweats.

			Lexie said, “G & G’s? The busboy job?”

			“If it’s still open, I sort of want to apply.”

			“Sure,” Lexie said. “It’s still open. They tried out one kid but he was a total bust. So if you want to see if you c’n do it, cool. I’m working tonight. I c’n drive you up there.”

			“Oh, I can take the bus,” Jenn said quickly. “I’m, like, not totally sure what time I can get there. Got to talk to my mom and everything. You know?”

			Lexie zipped her top. She put up the hood. She said, “Whatever. It’s up to you.” And then to Cynthia, “You doing weights first?”

			“Not today,” Cynthia said.

			“Okay.” And to Jenn, “See you on the track,” before she went through the far doors that led to the fields.

			Jenn didn’t like being left alone with Cynthia because she had the feeling that Cynthia knew more about her than she knew about herself. Which, she soon saw, Cynthia made clear enough with what she said next.


			“You could have taken the ride, Jenn,” she told her. “We generally don’t bite unless someone asks to be bitten.”
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			What Seth knew was that nobody needed any more stress, least of all his mom. She’d been ordered by her doctor to do as little as possible, all in the cause of healing. Her guts had been cut into and her whole digestive system had been more or less untangled, and she had a way to go to come back from that. She was in good condition, but even for someone in good condition, major surgery was serious. So when Seth got home from work several days later, he knew something was up the second he looked at his mom’s face. When she asked him if he’d come into her bedroom, he figured it had to do with Prynne, who was in the kitchen area making tacos for dinner.

			“This is very strange, Seth,” was how his mom began. “I phoned the pharmacy today to renew my prescription for my pain pills, and they told me it wasn’t time yet. But I had only two pills left. When I told them, they said that even if I’d been taking two each day, I should still have eight remaining.”

			Seth frowned. “Maybe you took more than one when you were feeling rotten. Or maybe you forgot you already took one a couple of times and you took a second when the first didn’t work fast enough.”

			“That’s not possible,” Amy replied. “I was afraid I might do that, so I made a record.” She went to the bedside table, and from the drawer she took a small spiral pad. She showed him how she’d divided it into days and weeks. She showed him there were only two marks for every day since the pills had been prescribed.

			Seth said, “Maybe you got up in the middle of the night a few times and took a pill and forgot to mark it.”

			She shook her head and her gaze seemed regretful. She said, “Seth, I don’t think so.”

			He was forced then to ask, “What kind of pills are they, anyway?”

			“OxyContin,” was her reply.

			• • •

			SETH DIDN’T WANT to have the conversation he knew he had to have with Prynne, so he stalled as long as he could. After dinner, he told her and his parents that poor ol’ Gus needed a long walk, run, and ball-chasing session, and when his mom said, “In the dark?” he replied with, “You know Gus,” which meant, essentially, nothing.

			His parents looked surprised by this. So did Prynne when he said no to her question of, “Want me to go, too?”

			He got out of there quickly. He and Gus piled into the VW. Seth drove around as long as he could. When he finally went back home, he found his dad the only one still up. Rich was loading pictures of his newest glass pieces onto his website. He said, “Everything okay, son?” and Seth claimed everything was fine.

			He then went to his bedroom. He found Prynne sitting up in bed, flipping through an old National Geographic. She laid this aside and said to him as he closed the door, “You want to tell me what’s wrong?”

			“Why d’you think something’s wrong?”

			“Because you didn’t say ten words at dinner and you never take Gus anywhere to play at night.”

			Seth could see no other way to go at it but directly. “You’ve been getting high,” he said.

			She seemed to be trying to read his face for what was going on in his head before she answered with, “You know I smoke weed. I’ve only been doing it when you’re—”

			“I don’t mean weed,” he interrupted.

			Her expression altered. He could see it get wary. She said, “Becca.”

			“Huh?”

			“She told you.”

			Seth swore, which he never did in front of anyone except the guys at work. Then he said, “Becca didn’t say anything. Are you frigging telling me you dropped Oxy over at Grand’s?”

			“You’re protecting her, aren’t you? That’s just what I would—”

			“Keep your voice down. This isn’t about Becca. She didn’t tell me jack. This is about my mom’s pain pills. She’s missing six. And she’s been keeping a record of when she took them. So she knows how many she should have left. Okay?”

			Prynne was silent for a moment before she said, “I didn’t . . .” but her voice was shaky.

			Seth pressed his point. “Oh right. Like I’m expected to believe you?”

			She pressed her fingers to her lips. Seth said nothing else so that she would be forced to speak, which she finally did. “I ran out of weed. I can’t buy it legally yet, not at the weed store, and I didn’t know where else . . . I mean, I couldn’t exactly ask you who’s dealing, could I? So I took one of her pills. Just one.”

			“I said she’s missing six, Prynne. The pharmacy told her she should have eight left, not just two. So tell the truth. Did you take six of her pills? Pills she needs for her frigging pain?”

			Tears began to spill down Prynne’s cheek. “I didn’t think . . . It didn’t seem . . .”

			Seth threw his jacket onto the floor. He paced to the bed. Prynne shrank back. He hissed, “That’s just great. So now she gets to take some completely not effective painkiller till she can renew her prescription. All because you just had to get high. Is something wrong with you? What am I missing here?”

			Prynne grabbed the other pillow on the bed and held it to her stomach, as if it would somehow offer her a comfort that wasn’t coming from Seth. She said, “I was an idiot. I was stupid. I saw them inside the cabinet where you told me I could put my stuff and . . . Seth, please. I’m totally sorry.”

			What Seth thought was that sorry wasn’t going to cut it, and he was about to say that when Prynne grabbed her purse where it sat under the bedside table. She fumbled with it to get it open. “I don’t know why I did it. I didn’t think she would . . . I just wanted to see what it was like. See, I’ve heard of them but I’ve never done them and there they were and . . .” She began to sob. She brought from her purse a twisted-up tissue and shoved it at him.

			He untwisted it. There were five blue pills screwed up within it. He said, “Six, six,” because he still couldn’t get his head around what she’d done to his mom by snatching the pills.

			Prynne said, “I only tried one. I didn’t like what it did to me. I was out of it. Becca came home and found me. I don’t remember what I told her but I think I said I wasn’t feeling good or I hadn’t gotten a good night’s sleep or something. But after I used that one, I forgot I even had them. If I’d remembered, I would’ve put them back. I swear it. I double swear it. You have to believe me.”

			Seth looked from the pills to Prynne’s face. He’d never seen her so upset. He hesitated. She was so close to him: not only right now in this room but also in the spirit of who she was. He’d never met a girl with whom he’d had such an instant connection. He’d never even expected that out of life.

			“Okay,” he said. “It’s okay.”

			“But do you . . . Seth, do you believe me? Because if you don’t . . . If I’ve wrecked everything between us . . .”

			“I believe you,” he told her. “I wish you’d put the pills back, but I’m glad you didn’t like what they did to you.”

			She said, “I was out of it. I don’t want to feel that way again, ever.”

			He smoothed her wild and crinkly hair. He considered what he could do to tell his mom about what Prynne had done. When he thought he had it all straight in his head, he kissed Prynne and told her he’d be right back.

			In the bathroom, he opened the cabinet. He could see that, as good as her earlier word, Prynne had organized it for the family. She’d even bought some plastic containers to help in the matter. He shifted things here and there a bit, to make it look as if he’d done a search. Then he took a bottle of Aleve and carried it, along with the five extra Oxy pills, into his mom’s bedroom.

			“Mystery solved,” he told her. “I think you spilled six of the pills into your hand, took one, and accidentally put the rest in here.” He held up the bottle of Aleve. “At least, that’s where I found them.”

			Amy looked up from a novel she was reading. She saw the pills lying in Seth’s palm. She looked from them to the bottle of Aleve. She looked from that bottle up to Seth’s face. She said, “How strange. That’s where you found them?”

			“Yep,” he told her. “You want me to put them back in the prescription bottle for you?”


			She gazed at him for a very long time. He began to get hot all over. She finally said slowly, “I’d appreciate that. You go ahead and put them away for me.”
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			Seth wanted to believe Prynne. But he knew people on the island who played around with everything from weed to meth, and the one thing he’d learned from knowing these people was that when it came to dopers, they’d lie about anything. And Prynne had lied by omission when she hadn’t told him about moving to Port Townsend. He couldn’t forget that.

			But the thing was, he didn’t want to think of her as a liar or a serious doper. It was true that she’d smoked weed from the time he’d met her. But she’d never done a lot of weed, and this had to mean something, right?

			He wanted to be sure about the doper thing. If he and Prynne were going to make it together, then they had to come at things honestly. So in what he told himself was the cause of complete honesty, he decided to check up on her.

			He figured he could do it through the means of her regular, twice monthly gig in Port Townsend. He needed Becca to be willing to stay with Grand, since the gig was on a Saturday afternoon and evening, but he knew she’d do it if he asked her.

			Since Port Townsend was a popular destination for both Whidbey Islanders and people from over town, Seth figured the ferry would be crowded. This would be all to his benefit. He could follow Prynne in his VW at some distance from South Whidbey as she buzzed up the highway on her Vespa. If he timed everything right, she’d already be on the ferry—at the front, where the motorcycles were placed—when he got to the dock. With the number of cars boarding after her, he’d be lost among them.

			It all went as planned. He was a little surprised by the early hour at which she set off. But her explanation as she kissed him good-bye seemed completely reasonable: She wanted to go by the house so that she could tell the guys that her move to Whidbey was going to be permanent.

			“If that’s what you want,” she said to Seth. “After the Oxy thing and all . . . You haven’t said but I was hoping . . .”

			“Permanent?” Seth said to her. “Like in you and me permanent?”

			“Well, yeah,” she said and her cheeks got red. “I love you, Seth. You’ve figured that out, right?”

			He grabbed her, lifted her off the ground. He wanted them to be together more than anything he’d ever wanted in his life.

			After that, he almost gave up the idea of seeing what was going on with her trips to Port Townsend. But since he’d made the plan and since Becca was ready to stay with Grand and since his mom was happy to keep Gus with her, he decided to go ahead. If Prynne saw him, he’d tell her that he’d intended to surprise her by showing up at her gig.

			She was far ahead of him when the ferry docked across Admiralty Bay. He worried a little that he might lose her then. Parts of Port Townsend constituted a fairly vast network of streets, so if he wasn’t quick to catch up with Prynne, he was going to be in trouble.

			He didn’t ask himself why, after her admission of love for him, he wasn’t just happily heading to the coffeehouse where she was going to perform. Instead he told himself that following her was just idle curiosity. And anyway, he continued in his head, her performance was a few hours away.

			He saw her veer to the left off the ferry. He knew this meant that she was taking the southeast route that would lead to the upper part of the town. He was familiar with the way, so he wasn’t too concerned that he might lose her. He got a little anxious, though, when he hit the red light at the end of the ferry dock while Prynne herself zoomed out of sight.

			He swore then. When traffic took off, he cranked up the speed and hoped a cop wasn’t nearby.

			An old clock tower marked the road that Prynne would have had to take, and he turned there as well. Along the way, a sign pointed the direction to the upper town, and he took this turn, too. The street bisected the upper part of town, running past shops and a few restaurants, with side streets perpendicular to it. Prynne wasn’t in sight, so Seth knew she’d already taken a cross street somewhere. She had to have gone right or left soon after getting onto this main street, though. What he had to do was just keep an eye out.

			This worked. Ten blocks along, where the businesses started to give way to the nineteenth-century mansions for which the little town was famous in the Pacific Northwest, he saw that Prynne’s Vespa was parked on one of the side streets, this one narrower than the rest, populated by houses that were old like the mansions but ordinary in their architecture. Some of them were big with nothing to distinguish them, others were small with overgrown gardens.

			It was in front of a house of this latter type that Prynne’s Vespa was parked. Seth frowned when he got near enough to it to see what it was like. He was confused. If Prynne lived with three male roommates in a place large enough for them each to have a bedroom, the house in front of which Prynne had left the Vespa was not it.

			Seth drove by slowly. He couldn’t see much. There was an untrimmed hedge in front of the place and an arbor weighed down by a massive wisteria not yet in bloom that marked the path to the front door. In a driveway shaded by a huge cherry tree in riotous pink flower, a VW van was parked. Just beyond it, Seth could see a garage. But that was it. Prynne was nowhere in sight.

			He made a U-turn at the end of the block. He pulled to the side of the street and tried to decide what to do. He told himself that Prynne wasn’t up to anything as far as he could see. But then he realized that was the point: as far as he could see. He needed to see more.

			He got out of his VW and began to walk back in the direction of the small house. The fact that there was no sign of life on the outside of it suggested that Prynne had gone within. He knew that there was no way in hell that he’d be able to sneak around peering through the windows without someone catching him and raising the alarm. It seemed that his only choices were to wait out of sight or to slink down the driveway and check out the van and possibly the garage as well.

			Part of him was saying that this was a very dumb move. Another part of him was saying that it was way too strange that Prynne had come to this spot instead of to a house she could have reasonably lived in with three guys. And the final part of him was saying that since Prynne had apparently not told him the truth about why she’d come to Port Townsend so early, it behooved him to discover the reason.

			He peered into the van. In the back of it, he saw boxes of what looked like neatly stacked tiles. Handmade, they were the kind of tiles you could buy at the myriad craft fairs that sprang up around Washington with the arrival of spring. In addition to these boxes, there were two kids’ seats: those booster types. A beaded necklace swung from the rear view mirror. A Mexican poncho lay across the back seat. The ashtray of the van was pulled out and filled with the butts of what looked like hand-rolled cigarettes. Seth would have decided that was indeed what they were had not a second glance at the necklace shown him that a roach clip was the pendant.

			Then he knew. Prynne had come to her source for weed. Okay, he told himself. No way could he blame her. He knew that she hadn’t found a source on the island, so she’d come to buy some here.

			Then he heard voices: Prynne and some guy. Seth saw that the people door into the garage was open on the side of the building that faced the house. He moved closer to it to hear a guy saying, “I can’t even get it anymore, Prynne. It’s way too risky,” to which Prynne responded, “You have to get it.” To which he said, “Uh . . . no I don’t.”

			“So what am I supposed to do?” she demanded, and at this her voice grew loud.

			“Hey!” he said. “Lower your voice. All I need right now is Mandy coming out and seeing you here . . . or one of the kids. . . .”

			“You got me started and it’s your responsibility to—”

			“Wait a second! Way I remember it, you came to me. I didn’t go looking for you. Way I remember it, your parents threw you out, you left Port Gamble, you ended up here, and first thing you did was look for a source. You found me and now you can find someone else.”

			There was a silence. Then into it came words that rattled the brains in Seth’s head and turned his body into an iceberg. The man spoke them. “Look. I can still sell you weed, Prynne, but nothing else. Not anymore. You’re on Whidbey now, right? So find the stuff there. Everyone knows the place is crawling with dealers.”

			“Oh, fine. You’re a real prince, Steve. I’ll just take an ad out in their stupid paper.”

			Seth was rooted to the spot where he stood, just in front of the van. He felt frozen. He felt struck by lightning. He felt sick to his stomach. He felt sunken in quicksand. He didn’t know what he felt.

			Then Prynne came out of the garage. Then Prynne saw him. Then things got worse.

			• • •

			THE WAY SETH saw it in the split second before Prynne spoke, she should have been the person who was embarrassed, humiliated, freaked out, upset, devastated, or any combination of those things. She was the one who’d lied to him. She was the one who’d come to see her dealer. She was the one who was doing whatever it was beyond marijuana, and he wasn’t sure he even wanted to know what she was doping up with but he had a good idea, especially since the important bit was that she’d obviously lied to him about what her doping consisted of.

			What happened next was a total surprise.

			After a moment of taking him in, she strode over to him. She began swearing in a way he couldn’t even have begun to imagine she was capable of. She went through every foul word she probably knew and then red in the face and shaking with rage she said, “You followed me! You acted like some FBI agent and you followed me. I hate you for that!”

			Seth was struck nearly wordless. All he could think of and all he could say was, “You were the one—” before she shoved past him.

			The guy in the garage came outside, and Seth took him in: bearded, bony, wearing a flannel shirt and jeans, sandals and socks on his feet. The guy said, “Hey! Shut the hell up! Damn it all, Prynne, who is this guy? You brought someone with you? That’s just so fine. Get off this property before I call the cops.”

			Prynne then shouted, “Oh, like you’re really going to do that, Steve! Like you’ve got nothing to hide.”

			She went to her Vespa. Seth followed her. What Steve did at that point, he neither knew nor cared. Seth said to Prynne what he’d planned to say, “I was gonna surprise you at your gig. But then you headed the wrong direction and—”


			“Liar!” she shouted. “My gig’s not for hours and you know it. You followed me because you think . . . whatever you think. I’m out of here and I don’t want to see you again. I can’t even believe what you did.”
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			When Becca arrived at Diana Kinsale’s house for her regular practice session, she found a note on the door. Diana’s truck was in the driveway, so Becca was surprised that she wasn’t at home. But the note said that she’d be back soon, that Becca was to let herself in. “You know where the key is,” Diana had written.

			Becca frowned. Diana’s words didn’t bother her, but her handwriting looked bad: skippy and scratchy, as if the pen had been faulty.

			Becca read the note a second time, more thoughtfully. But she could conclude nothing, so she shoved it into her pocket and went around the house to the dog run. The extra key hung inside the dogs’ shelter, a good place for it, since only a very foolish burglar would have gone inside a run housing large dogs to scout around for a house key.

			She found Oscar with them, which gave her pause. He hung back from Becca with his expression suggesting offense at having been locked up with these lesser canines.

			Becca eased into the run. She picked her way among the dogs and squished through the mulch to the shelter, noting once again how badly it needed to be replaced. She found the key where it was hanging on a nail. She eased back out of the run, taking Oscar with her. He seemed only too happy to leave his companions behind, since he willingly followed Becca to the back door of the house, and when she had it unlocked, he preceded her inside without a glance cast back at his run mates. They barked in protest. Becca couldn’t blame them. Had she been at all confident that they would return to her when called to do so, she would have let them out into the field next to Diana’s house.

			In the mudroom, Oscar went to his water bowl. He lapped for a bit, turned his attention to his food dish, and began crunching on the kibble. Becca went into the kitchen. There she saw that Diana’s laptop was on the table. It was plugged in and it was open. Becca decided to use the time to see if there was news from Parker Natalia.

			There was not. She was beginning to think there never would be news. Her mom had been determined that Jeff Corrie would never find her, but the problem was that she’d hidden herself too well.

			Becca went for Jeff Corrie next. Googling his name took her to the very latest. This consisted of Olivia Bolding and an article she’d written sometime after speaking to Connor West. It seemed that the discovery of Connor West in Mexico had prompted the police, the DA, the FBI, and the SEC to consider something Jeff Corrie had been claiming from the first about his missing wife and her daughter: that they’d headed north. For a call to the sheriff on Whidbey Island had confirmed that someone had indeed spoken to Jeff Corrie from the sheriff’s office and the subject of the call had been a cell phone found on Whidbey and traced back to Laurel Armstrong sometime after her disappearance.

			This detail had apparently whetted Olivia Bolding’s appetite for a good story. There was, after all, a Pulitzer out there, and the story had all the elements of a win for the reporter: embezzled money, disappearances, an alleged death that turned out to be a flight into a foreign country, missing persons, accusations, possible homicides. She’d be nuts not to follow the trail, now that the sheriff had told her about the cell phone.

			Becca’s palms began to sweat. She felt anxiety running up and down her arms. She switched off the computer and filled a glass with water. She was drinking it down when she heard the dogs begin to yip outside.

			When she went to the front door, she saw that an old hatchback had pulled into the driveway behind Diana’s truck, and Diana was inside. A woman Becca recognized was just getting out of the driver’s seat and coming around to the passenger door. She was Sharla Mann, and she ran a one-person hair salon out of her mudroom on the west side of Whidbey. For a while the previous year, Becca had worked for Sharla’s life partner, Ivar Thorndyke. During this time, she’d come to know both of them well, but as far as she knew, Sharla and Diana were connected only because Sharla saw to Diana’s hair. Yet her hair on this day was completely unchanged from the last time Becca had seen her.

			Oscar eased past Becca. The dogs in the run continued to yip. Sharla helped Diana out of the car and caught sight of the poodle. She looked from him to the door, saw Becca coming toward the VW, and said, “Long time, no see. You need a haircut. What d’you think, Diana?”

			“She could do with a trim,” Diana said, and to Becca, “I’m so sorry I’m late.”

			“My fault,” Sharla put in. “I talked her into a movie over town. Movie and lunch and we got caught in the ferry line.”

			No need to know came from one of them. Becca tried to catch more, but the dogs’ racket made it impossible. So she said, “What’d you guys see?”

			“That new film with Eddie Redmayne,” Diana told her. “I think I’m in love.”

			Sharla laughed. “It’s those accents of theirs. Those Brit guys make everything they say sound like genius. You okay there, old lady?” she asked Diana. “One glass of wine and since when are you done for?”

			“I’m fine.” Diana smiled. They exchanged a look and Sharla let loose the grip she had on Diana’s arm. She returned to the driver’s seat and shifted the car into reverse. It moved back about two feet only, though. Then she braked and watched as Becca came down the walk.

			Diana looked old, Becca thought. She looked tired. She said to her, “We c’n do the practice later, if you want,” but Diana’s reply was, “I just need a very strong cup of tea. If you’ll see to that, I’ll let the dogs have a run. I made a brown Betty for us, by the way. Can you reheat it?”

			Becca agreed, but she went inside reluctantly. When she was there, she watched Diana from the kitchen window as she let the dogs out and began to throw their balls for them. Her throw was weak. Her aim was bad. She leaned against the chain-link fence of the run the entire time the animals dashed about. Clearly, something was wrong, and Becca couldn’t understand why Diana kept pretending this wasn’t the case.

			She went about making the tea. She found the brown Betty and put it into the microwave. By the time she had milk, sugar, teapot, and all the rest on the table in the nook, Diana was coming into the house and allowing the dogs to come in as well.

			“This is lovely,” she said when she entered the kitchen. She still wore her outdoor jacket, which she didn’t remove despite the room’s warmth.

			“I used your laptop.” Becca had left it on the table but had moved it against the wall to make room for the tea and brown Betty. “I hope that was okay.”

			“That’s why I left it out,” Diana told her. “Will you pour, Becca? I think Sharla was right. One glass of wine and I’m completely done in.” She watched as Becca poured tea into their cups and cut each of them a piece of the brown Betty. “What did you learn?” she asked.

			Becca told her about her belief that Olivia Bolding was probably going to come to Whidbey Island. Following the cell phone was the logical next step. “If she comes here, she’s going to find me,” Becca said. “I feel like I got to leave, but I don’t know where to go.”

			Diana had forked up a tiny portion of the dessert, but she set it down. She reached across the table and settled her hand on Becca’s forearm. After a moment she said, “There’s more, isn’t there? I sense an agitation coming from you, and it seems to have to do with more than Olivia Bolding.”

			Becca told her then of her other concerns: Prynne being stoned at Ralph’s house, Prynne and Seth undergoing some kind of separation that Seth didn’t want to talk about, Brenda Sloan trying to get control of Ralph Darrow, Jenn and Squat squabbling. . . . The only thing she didn’t reveal was worry about Derric and Rejoice and where all of that was going to lead if Derric didn’t give his sister the news about her being his sister before it was too late.

			Diana nodded as she listened. Then she said, “Do you think you have power over any of these people?”

			“What kind of power?”

			“The power to make them behave the way you think they should behave.”

			“Course not. Not really, I guess.”

			Diana smiled as she lifted her teacup. She’d made it too full and a bit spilled into the saucer. She shook her head at this clumsiness and reached for a paper napkin to sop up the mess. “But you’re not entirely certain that you don’t have power in any of these matters, are you?”

			Becca looked away from the probing gaze that Diana was giving her. She said, “I know I can’t make people do what I want them to do. But it’s just that I wish people could see—”

			Diana cut in quickly at this. “Do you remember what Seeing Beyond Sight has told you?”

			This was a small but deeply intense book that Diana had handed over to Becca some months earlier. Becca read it in bits and pieces only, because the information was so dense. She said, “It’s told me a bunch, but it’s hard to remember. And I don’t get how anything in it applies to this.”

			“Then you’re forgetting the quickening. This is the moment when you must begin to explore the visions instead of trying to interpret the whispers. This is why we’re trying to block the whispers when they need to be blocked. We do it first with the mantra and then through the power of your will.”

			“And then what?” What Becca really wanted to know was how long this was going to take, since she didn’t have all the time in the world to figure out what she was meant to do.

			“Then you take action,” Diana told her. “But that action, as the book tells you, must be designed ‘to propel events forward to a safe, desired, or happy conclusion.’ And that, Becca, has nothing to do with making people ‘see’ a thing.”

			“But if I don’t do something, things’re going to explode,” Becca told her.


			“They might,” Diana admitted. “But the unfortunate truth is this: You’re not ready to take any action, and you won’t be ready until you’re able to block the whispers fully and until you come to understand how the whispers relate to the visions, too.”
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			Cynthia’s remark about lesbians not biting was what made Jenn reconsider Lexie’s offer of a ride to Freeland in order to apply for the busboy’s job at G & G’s. And Lexie, she discovered, was pretty cool. She yacked away when they were heading up the highway, and she didn’t seem to have any subject that she wasn’t willing to discuss.

			She told her immediately that G & G’s was owned and operated by two women: Gertie and Giselle. She revealed that they were somewhere in their forties, they were life partners, they had three kids between them at the Waldorf school, and they’d both once been married to men but now were married to each other. “I hope this isn’t a problem for you,” she said to Jenn.

			Jenn found the information a little confusing. She’d always figured that if you were married to a man, you wouldn’t be interested in being married to a woman. When she voiced this in a form of a question to Lexie, the other girl laughed. She said, “Lots of people think that way, but they’re mostly men with big egos.”

			Getting the job turned out to be as easy as Lexie had predicted it would be. When they arrived at the restaurant, it was just a matter of Lexie saying to the owners, “Here she is. Ready, willing, and able,” and employment was virtually hers.

			It was simple work, learnable in five minutes. Gertie showed her where the supplies were: plastic bins for placing used dinnerware into, pristine white tablecloths, neatly folded and starched white napkins, black napkins for those whose clothing was dark. Giselle showed her how to remove dishes, silverware, glasses, and cups efficiently and quietly and how to replace a tablecloth without having to remove the flowers, the battery operated lamps, and the salt and pepper. She and Gertie then stood back and watched her do it. Gertie said, “You’re trained,” when Jenn demonstrated her skill. Giselle said, “You’re hired,” and they both went back to work: Gertie as executive chef, Giselle as dessert and sous chef.

			At first, Jenn assumed that the restaurant was going to be the local hangout for gay people, trans people, and others of general sexual eccentricity, but this didn’t turn out to be the case. G & G’s was, it seemed, a high-end restaurant that attracted diners from all over the island. It sat on a hill overlooking both the small town of Freeland and Holmes Harbor beyond it, and because of the food and the view, it was the most popular dining spot from Coupeville all the way down to Clinton.

			“You didn’t know that?” Lexie asked her when Jenn mentioned her surprise at the number of diners who showed up every night.

			Jenn didn’t want to tell the other girl that she’d have no reason to know it. It wasn’t like her family could afford to go out to dinner. If they scraped enough together to get slices at the pizzeria in Langley, they’d be having a terrific day.

			As soon as she had the job, she told her parents. She figured that they weren’t about to say she couldn’t work nights at a restaurant if the whole thing was signed, sealed, and delivered. Besides, she assumed they’d be super pleased. She wouldn’t be another mouth to feed at dinnertime, since she wouldn’t be there, and finally she’d actually have the cash to pay for the All Island Girls’ Soccer team if she made the cut. That meant there was a real possibility that she’d even be able to go to college, and Jenn knew her parents wanted that for her.

			With regular employment, the world opened up to Jenn. With this kind of employment, she also had access to occasional leftovers, which Giselle and Gertie were perfectly happy to let her take home to shore up the meager supplies inside the McDanielses’ refrigerator. It was, in short, a win-win-win. For a few weeks it actually remained that way.

			Then Kate showed up. It turned out she’d had a fare from the ferry up to Freeland, and since it was nearly ten, the hour that restaurants generally closed on an island where the sidewalks rolled up at five, she had driven to G & G’s to pick Jenn up. It would be far quicker than riding the island bus.

			Jenn hadn’t said a word to her mom about the owners of G & G’s. She also hadn’t said a word about the occasional bent twig—as Squat had so poetically put it—who dined there. A job was a job, and a job in a fine restaurant where she got a share of the tips was a dream job. It wasn’t as if someone was putting hands on her butt or anywhere else when she was busing tables, Jenn thought.

			When she saw her mom in the waiting area of the restaurant with its nice plush benches along the wall and its romantically dim lighting, she wasn’t overly concerned. There was a large birthday party going on at the windows overlooking Holmes Harbor, and the fact that every one of the guests was female indicated very little. There were twelve of them, which meant her share of a big tip, and the tip was what Jenn was thinking about, not the nature of the women or the fact that the guest of honor and her wife were sharing a wineglass and kissing each other over it when Jenn’s mom walked in.

			That might have gone unremarked upon and even unnoticed by Kate had not a couple been celebrating their first anniversary at a table closer to where Kate waited for Jenn. Giselle had just brought out a special dessert for them, and when she placed it on the table, she said, “Show us some love, now, ladies,” and the two women did just that.

			Jenn thought later that, at least, her mom hadn’t dashed across the restaurant and dragged her out of the place by her hair. But on the other hand, Kate’s reaction in the taxi as she drove Jenn home afterward suggested that in her opinion, Jenn had scored a job in a house of prostitution.

			Kate kept her eyes glued to the road, as if they couldn’t move in their sockets if she even wanted to move them. For the first five minutes in the car, she said nothing at all. Then it was simply, “No, sweetheart.”

			Jenn didn’t reply. She knew that saying “No what?” was an invitation to attend a concert whose music she didn’t want to hear. Better to pretend she was enjoying the sight of night caressing the bowl of Maxwelton Valley. A faint glow on the land marked Miller Lake.

			“Did you hear me, Jenn?” Kate asked.

			Still Jenn said nothing. She adjusted her seat belt and wished she’d had the sense to pretend to be asleep. She couldn’t do that now, especially when her mom glanced in her direction and said her name sharply.

			“I don’t get what you’re talking about.”

			“I’m afraid you can’t work in that place.”

			“At G & G’s?” Jenn asked. It was a stall tactic. It didn’t work.

			“Yes, at G & G’s. That is where you’re working, isn’t it?”

			“It’s a good job, Mom,” Jenn told her. “Minimum wage and a share of the tips. C’n you think of anyplace else on the island where I’d get paid like that?”

			Kate slowed to stop at a red light on the corner of Maxwelton Road and the highway. She took the opportunity to turn slightly so that she had a better look at Jenn. Jenn felt as if her mom was searching for evidence of something. Her skin prickled with irritation. No way, she thought, was she giving up this job.

			“That’s not the point,” Kate said. “I understand you need the money for soccer, Jennie, but this can’t be the way you earn it.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because of who you have to associate with. Because of the people who frequent the establishment.”

			Kate’s use of establishment raised Jenn’s hackles. She said, “Two nice ladies own it, and people go there to eat, Mom. So I don’t get what the problem is.”

			“The problem is sexual deviancy.”

			“Huh?”

			“The problem is being exposed to sexual deviancy. I can’t let that happen. When you’re a mother, you’ll understand.”

			Jenn squirmed to face her mom. The traffic light turned green. Kate had to watch the road then, so Jenn could study the side of her face. She looked perfectly at ease, as if she’d spoken her piece and that was it. The law had been laid down and Jenn was meant to follow that law. She said to her mom, “Let me get this right. You’re saying I can’t work in a restaurant because two lesbians own it and—”

			“Please don’t use that word, Jennie.”

			“—and because other lesbians eat there . . . along with all sorts of other people who, I guess, don’t count. Is that what you’re telling me?”

			“Yes, that’s what I’m telling you. I’m sorry if the money is good, but I can’t allow this.”

			“I’m talking to Dad.”

			“Jennie, I’m responsible for you. I’m responsible for molding you into a woman of upright character. My telling you that you can’t work at that place is no different from my telling you that you can’t walk into a forest fire. Safeguarding a child’s virtue until that child becomes an adult is what being a parent is all about.”

			Jenn took this in. She knew where it all was coming from. If the Bible didn’t mention that working with lesbians was dandy, then it meant that working with lesbians was akin to Dorothy and Toto skipping along a yellow brick road to hell.

			She said, “No way am I quitting that job. You’ll have to tie me up and throw me into the back of the taxi to stop me, Mom.”

			“I’m sorry to hear you say that,” was her mother’s reply. “It seems we’ll have to speak with Reverend Sawyer, then.”

			They had reached Cultus Bay Road, no great distance from Maxwelton. Had it not been so far from there to Possession Point, had it not been pitch-dark, Jenn would have insisted that her mom stop the car. She would have flung herself out and run off, although she had no clue where she could have gone. All of that being impossible, what she said was, “Reverend Sawyer? Is he hiring? Does he need someone to clean up the church after people spew on the floor in the middle of speaking in tongues, Mom? You think it’s a bad idea to work around lesbians? I think it’s a rotten idea to have anything to do with Reverend Sawyer!”


			Kate pulled to the side of the road. Jenn thought she meant to throw her from the car. But it turned out that all she wanted to do was make sure Jenn heard her and heard her clearly. “We’ll see about that,” her mother said.
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			Seth kept trying to tell himself that he wasn’t the person in the wrong. True, he’d followed Prynne without her knowledge. True, he’d skulked around like some incompetent private eye. But she’d stolen his mom’s OxyContin, and that gave him a reason to wonder about her. And the way things turned out, he was damn right to wonder, because she was into something that she sure as hell had been hiding from him.

			The only problem was how much he missed her. He’d got home from Port Townsend, looked at his bedroom door, knew he’d be spending his nights alone in there, and just wanted to disappear. The fact that Gus had been loyally waiting for him on the front porch of his parents’ house didn’t cheer him. Nor did the dog’s immediate recognition that something had gone very wrong. Gus had risen as Seth came onto the porch, with a dog whine that asked Seth what had happened. He then followed Seth into the house and into the bedroom, where he lay at the foot of the bed with his eyes fixed mournfully on his master.

			Although Seth didn’t lie to his parents about where Prynne was, he did lie about the reason. “Couple of days in Port Townsend,” was what he said. “She needs to clean out her room in the house so the guys can rent it out to someone else.”

			That voiced his hope: that Prynne would cool off and would know that what he did, he did out of love and concern for her. Of course, it was more than that. He’d also done what he’d done because he didn’t trust her. She’d taken six of his mother’s pills, and he was scared about what this said about her. At the same time, he loved her so much that he spent the entire night staring at the ceiling, tears pooling in his eyes and dripping onto his pillow.

			He went to Grand’s the next day while Becca and Derric went to Derric’s church. He could see that Becca knew something was wrong. He explained as briefly as he could that Prynne was taking care of business with her Port Townsend roommates, but he could tell from her expression that Becca didn’t buy this.

			Once he was alone with his grandfather, he called Prynne on her cell phone. She didn’t pick up. He tried three more times during that long and terrible day, each time with his grandfather’s knowing eyes upon him. He’d begun on his fourth try when he heard the sound of a heavy vehicle coming down the new driveway. Ralph apparently heard it, too, because he said, “Who . . . big, Seh.” Seth knew he meant that it sounded like something large. He said to Grand, “I’ll check it out. Don’t load the shotgun yet.”

			He went out onto the porch, completing the call to Prynne as he did so. He left the same message he’d been leaving all day, “I’m sorry. Prynne, I love you totally. Come on. Let’s talk.”

			He went down the ramp and along the brick path to the new driveway. There, he saw a big truck with SOUTH WHIDBEY LAWN CARE AND GARDENING on it. Two hefty guys and a woman were climbing out. Seth only had time to say, “Hi, what’s happening?” before he heard his name called from the trail that descended from the upper parking area. He turned and saw that Aunt Brenda had arrived, a three-ring binder clutched to her chest.

			“Here to do the winter cleanup,” the lawn care woman said to him. She stuck out her hand and introduced herself as Daphne. The men were Bruce and Harry. They nodded and began to unload their tools.

			Seth said, “On a Sunday? You guys work on Sundays?”

			“Only day we had,” Daphne told him. She was pulling on a pair of heavy gardening gloves as she looked around. She said to the other men, “No way can we do this in one, you guys.”

			They grunted. Bruce—or it could’ve been Harry—was un-loading a wheelbarrow as Harry—or it could’ve been Bruce—shouldered a rake, a hoe, and a shovel. What Seth said was, “Who the heck called you?”

			By that time, Brenda had reached them. She said to Seth, “The place needs to be made presentable. Daphne and her crew will be handling it. Dad’s estate can absorb the cost later.” To the others she said, “This is my nephew, Seth.”

			Seth said, “Wait a minute. Grand takes care of the garden. No way does he want a bunch of strangers touching anything. He’s got specimen trees, special rhodies and—”

			“And,” his aunt finished, “the last thing he can do is take care of it.”

			“So what?” Seth said. “He’ll tell me what to do, and I’ll do it.”

			“I see,” Brenda said. “And how do you expect him to ‘tell’ you, Seth. He can’t even say a sentence.”

			“I’m calling Dad right now,” was the only thing that Seth could come up with.

			“You do that,” Brenda said, and to the others, “You can begin. We want this place looking its best. The azaleas seemed close to blooming last time I was here. Check them out first, please. If they need fertilizing or whatever, do that.”

			Those directions given, she went up the ramp. As she did so, Seth saw her fish in her large purse for something. When he saw what it was, he punched his phone for his dad.

			“Aunt Brenda’s here,” he said tersely when Rich Darrow answered. “She’s got a crew working on the garden and she just took out a serious tape measure to use inside the house.”

			Rich said, “Five minutes,” and ended the call. If Seth knew his dad, he’d make it there in three.

			Seth followed his aunt. He found her kneeling in front of Grand’s chair. She was speaking to him in a low, soothing voice. She was there to take a few pictures and make a few measurements, she told him. She wanted to make the house a bit more comfortable for him.

			“You’ll like it when I’m finished,” she told him.

			The last thing Seth wanted was to get into it with his aunt in front of Grand, but he knew Brenda wasn’t telling the entire story. She was there to start staging the house so that Mike could put it on the market.

			She got to her feet, rested her hand on Grand’s shoulder, and said to Seth meaningfully, “Why don’t you take Dad to his room for a while?”

			“Why don’t I leave him where he is,” was Seth’s response. “I bet he’s gonna be very interested in all the big ‘improvements’ you have in mind.”

			Brenda shrugged. Seth could tell she thought she had the upper hand and the rest was just going to be a formality. Well, they would see about that. Seth’s dad would be able to handle her.

			Only . . . it turned out that Rich Darrow couldn’t do a damn thing. He stormed into the house while Brenda was taking her measurements in the kitchen. He demanded to know who the hell those people were tramping around his dad’s garden. And when Ralph cried out, hearing this, Brenda snapped, “Oh that’s just great, Richard.”

			“You’re upsetting the hell out of him,” Rich snapped in turn. He walked to Ralph’s chair.

			“He wasn’t upset till you got here.” She made a notation in the three-ring binder. She came out of the kitchen and started to measure the living room.

			Rich said, “What the hell are you doing?”

			Seth put in, “Like I said. She’s getting ready to stage the house, Dad.”

			Ralph made a garbled noise. It wasn’t language. It sounded like suffocation. He waved his good arm and managed, “Not . . . bahng.”

			Seth said to his aunt, “He doesn’t want you doing anything to his house.”

			Brenda shot him a look. “Really? And that’s what you got from the noise he just made?”

			Things went directly south from there. Brenda announced that, as good as her word, she’d petitioned the court. Their father, she told Rich, was going to be examined and evaluated by individuals fully capable of making an objective decision about his welfare and where he ought to spend the rest of his days.

			“What’s wrong with you?” was how Rich countered. “He doesn’t want to go to a rest home.”

			Brenda tossed her tape measure onto the sofa. “I’ve told you it’s not a rest home. I’ve told you it’s assisted living. I’ve tried to be reasonable about this whole situation. You’re the one who’s wearing blinders all the time. I’m sorry you don’t see he can’t live here any longer. You’re just prolonging what has to be done.”

			“Which is what?” Rich demanded.

			“Which is selling this house and this property so that Dad’s future can be financed.”


			Ralph roared at this. Then he began to thrash in his chair. Rich and Brenda began to yell at each other. Threats were made. Promises were given. Things, Seth knew, were only getting worse.
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			Becca knew that, in the cause of getting control of both the visions and the whispers, she needed to practice. The trouble was how difficult she found this. It wasn’t because she didn’t want her skills to increase. She wanted that exactly. Increased skills meant it would be easier for her to figure out what the visions and the whispers meant and how they operated together. The trouble was the doing of it. It was tough to practice when she wasn’t with Mrs. Kinsale because when she wasn’t with Mrs. Kinsale, no one knew what she was practicing so they could offer no help. This meant that she either had to find time with just one person in order to practice without their knowledge or she had to practice when she was in a group.

			She was feeling the frustration of this a week later when she went into the school library to check on her e-mail. Since it was near the end of the lunch hour, she was in a good practice area, so she spent the first few minutes with the mantra, putting her focus on the only other kid in the library with her. She allowed him in and heard so stupid not to use a condom dumb shit before she swept the mantra into her mind and blocked him. She released the mantra after thirty seconds, heard nothing, felt triumphant, and then parents are going to kill me and if she wants invaded her head. She grabbed on to the mantra another time. She blocked his thoughts. She slowly released and again there was nothing, only this time it lasted nearly forty-five seconds until a girl came into the library and made for the table where the boy was sitting and then it was he doesn’t get it and that’s what she said it would be like along with big trouble over there which appeared to be coming from the parent volunteer.

			At this point, Becca returned the earbud to her ear and checked her e-mail. Parker Natalia had gotten in touch again. The subject line was Immigration. She clicked hastily on the message to see what it held. Her hope tanked.

			Parker’s friend with the police had checked into Canadian immigration. No one called Laurel Armstrong had crossed the border into Canada. This sort of thing was easy to check. Everything was in computer records. Once his friend had gotten access to them, it didn’t take him long to go back through time and see that a Laurel Armstrong hadn’t legally driven through or walked through any of the border crossings in Washington State. So she’d either ditched whatever car she was driving and somehow sneaked across the border on foot by creeping around the barriers in the dead of night when some of them were closed to traffic, or she wasn’t in Canada at all. Or she had a new identity. But in any case, Parker said, he wasn’t going to be able to find her.

			Becca’s body drooped. She got off the Internet and not a moment too soon. Derric walked into the library and came across toward her. At first when he said, “Not done yet?” she had no clue what he was talking about. Then he added, “Graphic design, I mean,” and she recalled her previous lie to him. She said, “Almost,” and added, “It’s tougher than I thought.”

			She’d noticed earlier that something seemed to be on his mind. There had been a heaviness clinging to him for several days. He’d been to La Conner to have dinner with Rejoice and her family three nights ago. He’d been preoccupied ever since.

			When he said, “Talk to you?” Becca felt relieved. When he also said, “Over there,” and indicated a study carrel, she knew it was probably serious. She grabbed up her things and followed him. He pulled a second chair up to the carrel. They sat facing each other, and he reached for her hand. There it was, then: a vision of an alley and cardboard shelters and being inside one with a little girl. Kampala, she thought, where he and his sister had been found.

			He said, “Okay, you were right. You’re always right. Is this a girl thing, or is it just you?”

			Becca frowned. “What’s going on?”

			“Rejoice made a play for me. I didn’t expect it. Not the way it happened.” He blew out a breath and ran his hand back over his smoothly shaven skull. “She did it at dinner with all of her family there.”

			“Did she say something, you mean?”

			“No. It’s what she did. They sat me next to her and she . . . under the table . . . Whew. This is hard to say, Becca. She sort of . . . She touched me. I mean like where she shouldn’t have touched me. Do you get what I’m saying?”

			“Yikes,” Becca said. “What did you do?”

			“Practically jumped out of my skin,” he said. “I got away from her.”

			“In the middle of dinner? How’d you manage that?”

			“Went to the bathroom. Splashed some water on my face. Decided I pretty much had to tell her.”

			Becca could see from his expression that telling Rejoice that she was his sister had not turned out the way Derric had hoped. She said, “You look like things didn’t go so good.”

			“You think?” He gave a mirthless laugh. “She didn’t believe me.”

			He’d told Rejoice that she was his sister just before he left La Conner that evening, he explained. Her parents always allowed her to walk out to the Forester with him because her mom could keep an eye on the action from the kitchen window. So he used that time alone with her to tell her everything: that she was his sister; that they’d been found in an alley in Kampala along with a group of other orphaned street children; that since the girls went one way and the boys another once they got to the orphanage, he hadn’t said that one of the girls was his sister.

			“I told her I was just freaked with the whole situation: being picked up on the street, getting carted away, starting a life at the orphanage. I told her I didn’t know up from down or anything else. And when the Mathiesons came, I just went along with their belief that I was alone there.”

			“And she still didn’t believe you?”

			“She thinks I made it up.”

			“Why?”

			“She thinks I’m trying to get away from her so that she and I can’t be . . . well, you know. I told her to look in the mirror. We’re like twins, I told her. I told her she knows I’m telling her the truth. I said I was sorry that I hadn’t told her earlier but I just didn’t know how. But all that didn’t make one difference. She started to cry, she ran back to the house, and I ended up with a call from her dad later that night asking what the hell was going on.”

			“Did you tell him?”

			“Hell no. Why tell the truth when I can mess up my life and everyone else’s by making something up? I said I’d told her we needed to back off hanging around together because she was having . . . well, expectations. I said I told her that you and me . . . that we’re together. I told her dad that she freaked when I said that to her. I told him I was sorry but she’d gotten the wrong idea about her and me and I needed to fix it.”

			Becca quirked her mouth. She wanted to say something that she didn’t say: How’s lying been working out for you, Der? But instead she went with, “So what’s next?”

			“Man, I’m clueless. Pretty standard for me, I know.”

			Becca considered the state of affairs from every angle and there was only one suggestion that she could come up with. “Der, the letters. You started writing them when you were . . . what? Eight years old? She needs to see them. Every one of them is signed ‘your loving brother,’ and the handwriting changes as you get older. She’ll get it then. She won’t exactly be delirious over it. She’s been seeing you as boyfriend material, and all of a sudden that idea has been totally wrecked. But the letters . . . ? They show her that you always thought of her, you were always connected to her, you always loved her and you love her now. Just not the way she wants you to love her.”

			He considered this. “I could take them . . .” and he shot her a look. “I guess you wouldn’t give them to her for me? I mean, I drive you up there, I drop you off, I wait somewhere, then I come back and pick you up once you’ve given them to her?”

			“Uh . . . no,” Becca told him. “This is your mess, Der. Believe me, I’ve got my own.”

			“What kind of mess do you have? None. I wish I could be more like you. You’ve been smart enough not to lie about anything.”

			Except about my entire life, she thought. She wondered what was going to happen to them when she finally had to tell Derric the truth.

			• • •

			WHEN SHE GOT to Ralph’s after the school day had ended, Becca saw that Rich Darrow’s truck was there. He’d left it in the upper parking area, and a collection of heavily made cardboard boxes suggested that he’d stopped by to see his dad on the way to making a delivery of his glass pieces to some of the galleries on the island that featured them. She rolled her bike down the new driveway. Soon it would be time for Celia Black to arrive for the late shift, but at the moment it looked like Jake was still in the house.

			It turned out that everyone was more or less working on calming Ralph. Jake had apparently just taken his blood pressure, and the result had not been good. There was probably a reason for this, Becca figured, and it wasn’t long before she found out what it was.

			They were all gathered in the living room, at the smallish table where Grand worked on language and played games that, over time, were growing progressively more challenging. Now, though, there was paperwork on the table. It had once been folded into thirds, which suggested to Becca that it had come to Ralph or to Rich in the mail.

			It seemed that Rich Darrow had been trying to explain something to his father, but either Grand wasn’t getting it or he had gotten it all too clearly. In either case, he was upset and, upset, he was fast losing whatever language he’d reacquired. He was repeating the word banks. He was able to say houch as well, whatever that meant. When Becca walked toward the table, his gaze met hers and she felt the ferocity of it. She looked among them. If she removed the earbud to try to work out what was going on, there was a chance that the bombardment of everyone’s thoughts was going to make her efforts useless. Still, she needed to try. She flipped it out of her ear.

			Never going to . . . banks, banks, banks . . . daily thing . . . damage is going to be too . . . kill him if I can’t get control . . . way too out of it . . . law is the law . . . if Brenda and Mike . . . where’s a good place now . . . he doesn’t know me so what does it matter . . . papers are there . . . she’s not going to let up . . . banks banks . . .

			Becca couldn’t bear the assault. She could hardly distinguish all the words. The only thing that made sense as a direct communication from Ralph was banks. As for the rest, it didn’t matter at the moment because Ralph was trying to get up, which he managed without help, and he came to her and grabbed on to her arm so fiercely that she yelped.

			“Houch,” he cried and in the contact between them she saw an exterior stairway being climbed, and she knew it had to be Ralph Darrow climbing it and there in front of him was a screened door. She saw his hand reach for it, open it, and then . . . nothing more.

			Jake was saying, “Mr. Darrow, let’s get you into your room. You’re heading into a bad place with your blood pressure.”

			“Bec . . . ca,” Ralph said. “Banks.”

			“I’ll bring you some Whidbey vanilla, Grand,” Becca said. “But let Jake help you to your room.”

			His eyes filled with tears. Becca knew he was trying to tell her something. She nodded and said, “I promise I’ll bring you the ice cream. We’ll eat it alone, you and me. Everyone’ll pretend they don’t know what we’re up to.”

			He appeared to understand. He nodded in the old Grand way, with one jerk of his head, like a soldier. He wouldn’t let Jake take his arm, however. He insisted upon using the handrails as help, and doing this, he made it to his room on his own. Jake followed. He would need help if he wanted the bed.

			Rich Darrow watched. His face was sorrow. He sat at the table still, and when he finally moved, it was to gather up the paperwork.

			If she wins this, he dies told Becca everything. She said to Seth’s dad, “Has something bad happened?”

			Rich was refolding the papers. He put them into an envelope. Becca could see that this had come to Rich Darrow by registered mail so that he wouldn’t be able to claim later that he’d not received its contents.

			Rich cleared his throat and Becca didn’t need his whispers to understand how upset he was. “Brenda’s been given guardianship,” he said.

			“But she doesn’t even live on the island!”

			“Doesn’t matter apparently. The results of Dad’s evaluation showed that he can’t live on his own—which we already knew—and that he doesn’t understand his financial circumstances.”

			“Why would they say Grand doesn’t understand? You know he does. I know he does.”

			“It’s the language thing. They’ve decided it makes him too vulnerable.”

			“But he’s making progress. With language and with everything.”

			“Not enough, apparently. Physically he’s improving, and that looks good. As long as he doesn’t live alone.”

			“He’s not living alone. I’m here. Celia and Jake are here. Seth’s here. He’s never alone.”

			He looked regretful as he said, “Unfortunately, you guys . . . everyone but Celia and Jake? To the court, you don’t count. You’re all too young and none of you have medical skills.”

			“As if we need them. That’s so unfair!”

			“Sort of like life,” Rich pointed out. “At any rate, Brenda’s got what she wanted. That’s what this”—he indicated the envelope—“is all about. I wanted Dad to know before she gets here. I told him she might want to sell the house and the land, but even if she does, he’s not going to assisted living. Seth and I can make changes in our place, so he can come to us. She’ll go for that.”

			Becca looked in the direction of the bedroom. “He can’t lose this place. It’s his everything.”

			“There’s not much we can do about it now.”

			“Why did he say banks? D’you think there’s some kind of money somewhere that nobody knows about?”

			“The financial guardian checked every bank on the island. He dealt with banks over town, too: in Everett, Edmonds, Mukilteo, Lynnwood. There’s no special account anywhere. And no paperwork here to indicate there might be.”

			Jake came out of the bedroom just as the front door opened and Celia breezed into the house. She had a bakery box with her and she made an announcement of “Carrot cake all around. Who wants a piece?” but her happy invitation faded when she saw the expressions on the faces around her. “Is Mr. Darrow all right?” was her instant question.


			“It depends on what you mean by all right,” was Rich Darrow’s reply.
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			Jenn was able to offer her mom a compromise once she figured out that her dad wasn’t going to intervene in their dispute. She attended church with her without complaint, and she tried to look devout. In place of Bible study on Wednesday evening, which she couldn’t attend because of her G & G’s job, she accepted assignments from Kate to read various and deliberately chosen sections of the Old Testament and to write essays on them afterward. Jenn hardly had time to do this and her homework, but she made time whenever she had five free minutes.

			She de-stressed herself by regaling her regular lunch companions with tales of the Pentecostal services. It was fire and brimstone all the way, she told them, and the last time she’d been there, one of the congregants had had a bad bizarre seizure in the middle of the aisle. Mr. Sawyer called it the Holy Spirit, but someone else wisely called it an emergency needing the paramedics. They showed up and carted the victim off to the hospital.

			“Swear to God,” Jenn said. “I hate that place. All they want to do is mess with your mind. But my mom thinks it’s like having a flu shot.”

			“What’s that about?” Squat offered his four chocolate chip cookies for the table’s enjoyment. They were home baked by his mom. He said she’d been having an attack of domesticity lately because she’d met a guy on Match.com and she wanted him to think she was wife material, chocolate chip cookies seemingly the most obvious sign of this.

			“It’s about me not turning into a lesbian from working at G & G’s,” Jenn said. “If I go to church with her and study the parts of the Bible that she wants me to study, I’ll be safe.”

			“And have you become so inclined, my friend?” Squat inquired. “Is there something in your nature that I should be aware of, since we’ve been engaged for something like thirteen years?”

			Jenn didn’t answer because Becca was saying, “Can’t your dad help out?”

			“No way. He likes to keep the peace and he knows that Mom will go ballistic if he says I don’t have to go to church with her. It’s some kind of deal they made before they got married. She wouldn’t bug him about the beer brewing and he wouldn’t bug her about her religion. So she doesn’t have to drink his beer, and she looks away when he’s selling it to people under the table. And he doesn’t have to go to her church. If he brings up the rest of us having to go, she’ll probably burn down the brew shed.”

			“Harsh,” Squat said. Then he added, “On the other hand . . .” He gestured across the New Commons to where Cynthia and Lexie had just finished eating. They were going separate ways, but before they did, Lexie grabbed Cynthia and planted a smacking kiss on her mouth. “That could be in your future if you don’t watch out for the company you keep.”

			“Don’t think that’s how it works,” was Derric’s view.

			Becca’s was a monitory “Squat . . .” which, Jenn knew, was meant to tell him to stay away from the subject of Lexie and Cynthia.

			But Jenn found she didn’t want to stay away. She said, “You know, Fergus,” and using his real name told everyone at the table that her temper was rising, “you can actually be friends with someone without having sex with them. You can even be friends with someone who gets off on people of the same gender.”

			“I wouldn’t be so sure of that,” Squat told her.

			“Why are you so freaked by them? Or are you just freaked because no one wants to have sex with you?”

			He looked unperturbed. He reached for half of one of the cookies. “I’m saving myself for you, beloved,” he said. “You’ll cave into my charms eventually.” But Jenn knew that he’d felt the dig. His cheeks had grown ruddier as he was speaking.

			• • •

			JENN WAS BOTHERED by it all: her mom’s beliefs and Squat’s attitude and what it meant that they thought how they thought. She kept feeling pushed and pulled when all she really wanted to do was have a job, make some money, and get herself onto the All Island Girl’s Soccer team.

			She did wonder all the same, because there was something about Cynthia and Lexie’s free and easy relationship that she felt drawn to. It wasn’t that she wanted a relationship like theirs with another girl. It was just that she admired their openness, and she didn’t find it horrifying, sickening, or anything else that they were into each other. She knew them as people first and as girls-into-other-girls second. What was the big deal?

			She and Lexie were driving to G & G’s after a training session when Jenn brought it up with, “Can I ask you something?”

			“Can do.” Lexie leaned over and opened the glove compartment. She snagged an energy bar, which she handed to Jenn. “Let’s split this,” she said. “You start, I’ll finish.”

			Jenn began to unwrap it. “It’s sort of dumb,” she began.

			“I love dumb,” Lexie told her. “I deal best with dumb. Fire away.”

			“Okay. You and Cynthia . . . and you and Sara-Jane . . . ?”

			“Yep.”

			“How did you know?”

			“You mean that I’m into girls?” Lexie glanced in her direction. They were on the highway heading up to Freeland, so it was a quick glance only, and after that, Lexie didn’t look over at her again. Jenn liked this: not only that Lexie was a careful driver but also that she herself could get red in the face or uncomfortable or anything and Lexie wouldn’t be examining her. “Lemme think for a sec.” Thirty seconds or more went by until Lexie finally nodded and said, “When you start liking someone—I mean liking as in more than being friends—it’s because there’s some kind of attraction. Maybe it’s physical, maybe it’s intellectual, maybe you’ve got the same interests . . . stuff like that. But you recognize that there’s something special in this other person that you can latch onto. Get it?”

			“Sure.”

			“So you start spending time with this person and you realize at some point it’s really more than just being friends. It’s loving instead. Not like loving your mom and dad and brothers and sisters. A different kind of loving that draws you to the other person and makes you want to act on it. You start to feel if you don’t act on it, you’re going to end up a knot of nerves. But in order to act, you’ve got to take a step and that step involves the other person and that other person might not feel the same way. But if they do . . . well, there you go.”

			Jenn considered this for a moment before she said, “But that sounds just like girls and guys,” she finally said.

			“Guess it is.” They’d reached Bayview Corner, one of the five traffic lights on the south end of Whidbey Island. It was red, which gave Lexie the chance to give Jenn a look that took her in from toes to head. She said, “I just think you’re attracted to who you’re attracted to, Jenn. For some girls, it turns out to be other girls. For some girls it turns out to be guys.”

			“But what about . . . See, Giselle and Gertie . . . ? Weren’t they attracted to guys in the beginning?”

			“Must’ve been or they wouldn’t’ve married ’em.”

			Jenn was quiet. She handed over the rest of the energy bar, having eaten her part of it. Lexie’s hand closed over hers. Reflexively, Jenn jerked away. Then she was embarrassed that she’d done so.

			Lexie didn’t seem bothered. She said, “You should check out the Gay Straight Alliance. We meet on Fridays. At lunch. You know Ms. Primavera?”

			“The counselor. Course. Everyone knows her.”

			“The phony Jimmy Choos.” Lexie grinned. “That’s her. Anyway, she’s our sponsor.”

			“Omigod! Is she—”

			Lexie hooted. “It’s the Gay Straight Alliance, Jenn. You should come to a meeting. If you show up, there’s kids who’ll answer your questions better ’n me.”

			Jenn thought that the Gay Straight Alliance meeting was just about the last place where she’d want to be seen. There was knowing and liking Cynthia and Lexie, and there was mixing and mingling with the high school freaks. But she didn’t want to say that, so instead she asked Lexie if her parents knew.

			“That I’m into girls? Oh, yeah. I told ’em.”

			“What happened?”

			The light switched to green. Lexie took off. “My dad doesn’t like to talk about it. My mom refuses to believe it. She keeps telling me I’m in a stage and as soon as I get to college and see all those buff fraternity boys, I’ll be changing my colors.”

			“Does she know about Sara-Jane?”

			“Yep. But as far as she’s concerned, SJ is ‘your little friend, Aleksandra. I don’t quite like her. Please don’t bring her by the house.’”

			“That’s rotten.”

			“I c’n cope. Anyway, you should talk to Cynthia.”

			Jenn wasn’t sure she wanted to. There was something less approachable about Cynthia. She was beautiful, smart, confident, talented. All that gorgeous blond hair and that perfect body. She was friendly to everyone, and Jenn figured she’d be open to talking about just about anything, but still  . . .

			Lexie said, “Her parents practically told her she was a lesbian. When she came out to them, her dad said, ‘Oh, we’ve known that for years.’ And her mom was like, ‘As long as you’re happy, we’re happy, dear.’”

			“That’s cool.”

			“Wish it was like that in my house. But it ain’t, and that’s life.” Lexie shoved the rest of the energy bar into her mouth.

			“Doesn’t it bother you that your parents don’t get it?”

			“Truth? My mom would’ve only been happy if I’d turned out to be her clone. I figured that out when she wanted me to shave my legs when I was thirteen and I liked them just the way they were. You’d’ve thought I’d put a stiletto through her eyeball. She wouldn’t talk to me for a week. My dad, though? He’ll come around eventually.”

			“Sounds like my house. Only it’s not leg shaving. It’s Pentecostal Christianity.”


			“Ouch,” Lexie said. “Now that’s a tough one.”
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			In Seth’s final phone message to Prynne, he talked about Grand. Brenda, he told Prynne, was moving things forward in her attempt to get control of Ralph. Grand now had an attorney to fight Brenda’s being given guardianship, one that Seth’s parents had had to unearth, although no one knew how they were going to pay for it. That attorney had advised Seth’s dad to work things out with his sister because “I’ve seen this sort of family thing before and it generally doesn’t turn out well.” That was where things stood when Seth left his message.

			There would be another hearing, he told Prynne. They thought it looked good because the family had at least two people at the house to care for Grand, but now, of course, there were only two people when Becca was there with Celia, since Jake was on his own. Seth didn’t know what the judge would make of that, he said.

			He knew as he added this last part that he was trying to guilt Prynne into returning. He’d tried every other approach—I love you, I miss you, I’m sorry I followed you, We can work this out, Please call me back—except actually going to her, and when she didn’t return this call about Grand’s precarious position, he decided he had to appeal personally to what she’d once declared: that she loved him, Seth, too.

			He waited till her next gig in Port Townsend. He was due to stay with Grand because of the weekend, but Becca said she’d do it. Derric wasn’t going to be available anyway, she told him. He was spending the day up in La Conner with a fellow African from his Kampala orphanage.

			In Port Townsend, Seth strode down Water Street. Early May had brought a burst of dazzling weather, so the bluebells were beginning to paint the roadsides azure, and the hillside between the lower and upper parts of the old town were ablaze with poppies, the orange of them a pleasing contrast to the wild green grass among which they grew. The spring sun had coaxed hundreds of people into the town. In the late afternoon, they were crowding the sidewalks.

			The fine day lifted Seth’s spirits, but he warned himself not to get cocky about the prospect of seeing Prynne. He had to make her understand how important she was to him. But he also had to realize that there was every chance he wouldn’t be successful.

			Her first gig started at five o’clock. He didn’t want to be there when she arrived. He wanted to walk in while she was already playing because there was less chance that way that she would ask him to leave. Thus, it was five-twenty when he ducked into the coffeehouse. As usual, Prynne’s appearance with her fiddle had brought in a crowd, and she was playing when Seth came through the front door.

			He went to the counter, easing his way through the people. There, he ordered both an Americano and a decaf skinny vanilla latte. He bought an oatmeal raisin cookie to go with it.

			There was no place to sit, but he found a space at a narrow shelf that ran along two of the walls. He stood there and listened, and looked at Prynne. Today she was 100 percent who she’d always been. She was also dressed exactly as she’d been when he’d first seen her: jeans tucked into cowboy boots, a kind of gypsy shirt, a bunch of beaded necklaces, hair wild, eye patch.

			At the end of her piece, the audience hooted, applauded, and stamped their feet. Seth whistled shrilly in approval, which was when Prynne caught sight of him. He waved and tried to look like his normal self. He held up the cookie and the latte. Her lips parted, which he tried to take as a hopeful sign, but she didn’t give any other indication that she was surprised or happy to see him there. She did come over to him at her break time, though.

			Seth hadn’t expected to be so relieved to see her. He’d known he’d missed her, but he hadn’t really understood how much until she was standing in front of him in all her . . . all her Prynne-ness. What he wanted to do then was to grab her, feel her crinkly hair beneath his fingers, and tell her exactly how much they were meant to be together.

			She said, “Hey,” and when he handed her the latte and the cookie, she added, “Thanks. Didn’t expect to see you here. Where’s Gus? In the car?”

			He said, “Becca’s got him over at Grand’s.” And then nothing. Nothing from her, either. He could hardly stand this, so he burst out with, “Didn’t you get my messages? Why didn’t you call me back?”

			She looked away from him. People were jostling as the two baristas called out completed orders. Seth knew this wasn’t the right spot to have the conversation and so apparently did Prynne because she said to him, “Come with me,” and she led him toward the back.

			Outside, they were on the water in the vicinity of the town’s docks, where fishing boats and pleasure craft bobbed. The scents of gasoline, oil, and a barbecue somewhere filled the air. In the middle of Admiralty Inlet, a ferry was making the crossing from Whidbey, accompanied by a flock of gulls. Sunset was still three hours away. Everything was brightly lit.

			Seth said, “I’m sorry, Prynne. Following you like that? It wasn’t the right thing to do. I wanted to know something and I should’ve just asked you.”

			“I guess you had your reasons.”

			“It’s just that when I saw you with that guy and when I heard what he was saying to you—”

			She flashed him a quick look with, “What was he saying? I don’t even remember.”

			“I don’t either.” This wasn’t true. Seth remembered completely: The guy had talked about supplying her with something, not being able to get it, finding it too risky now, and all the rest. But in that moment with Prynne, Seth chose to let it all go. She was still Prynne, and he loved her. He said, “It seemed really important at the time. But alls I know now is that it doesn’t matter. Nothing matters except just you and me and being together.”

			She still had her fiddle under her arm, and she placed it gently against the side of the building. She shoved part of her hair behind one ear and with her good eye she seemed to examine him. She said, “You mostly tore a hole in my heart, Seth. I don’t know if it will ever get better.”

			“I want to make it better,” Seth told her passionately. “I know that I can make it better. I was out of line. What I did . . . following you like that . . . sneaking around to check up on you . . . It’s like . . . when you took that Oxy from my mom’s supply, I just lost it.”

			“I said I was sorry about it. I said I only wanted to try it. When I used it once, I didn’t like what it did to me but you didn’t believe that, so what’s different now?”

			“Now I believe you,” Seth told her. “I totally believe you. I want us to be together, and I’m telling you nothing like that’s going to happen again.”

			“Nothing like what? Me stealing your mom’s pills? How’re you going to check on that one?”

			“Not that,” he said. “My following you and not trusting you and checking up on you. That’s what.”

			“How’m I supposed to believe you?” Prynne asked him, and she sounded as despairing as he felt.

			“By trying it with me again. That’s the only way I can prove things. Oh Prynne, please. It’s like you tore a hole in my heart, too. Not with the Oxy, I don’t mean that. But with being gone from me now.”

			“You’ll recover,” she said shortly.

			“I don’t want to recover,” Seth replied. “I want you. Whatever happened to make things bad for us, I swear it won’t happen again. If you’ll only give me a chance.”

			She looked from him to the docked boats. He hoped she looked beyond them to Whidbey Island in the distance. There was, really, nothing more for him to say. He waited in agony.

			Finally, she took pity on him. “Okay. We’ll try it again. I love you, Seth. But you got to trust me.”

			He grabbed her and kissed her. “I do,” he swore.

			• • •

			SHE CAME BACK the next day. He wanted her arrival to be a forever thing. He believed the only way he could manage this was if she took the first step and gave up her escape hatch in Port Townsend: the room she still kept in that house with her fellow musicians. But now was not the time even to hint at her telling her house mates to rent the room out to someone else. He had to ease his way in that direction.

			His parents seemed glad to have Prynne back. His mom’s recovery from the surgery was nearly at an end and—although he hated even to think this—she’d finished up her final Oxy prescription. Seth didn’t like to call those pills a temptation to Prynne, since she’d only taken one to see what it did to her. Still, not having those pills in the house removed a minor worry from him.

			Prynne was perfect around Grand. She helped out where she was needed, she kept an eye on how Jake Burns was handling things, she worked with Grand on language and exercising, she made lunch, did laundry, and even worked in the garden. If there was any problem at all, it was weed. For she’d at last turned twenty-one, and it was legal for her to buy it at either of the two weed shops in the area. She took the opportunity to do this.

			She smoked it some distance from the house, sitting on an old Adirondack chair that she dragged beyond the goat pen to a spot that gave her a pleasant view of Miller Lake across the undulating farmland. At first Seth’s parents didn’t mention the fact that Prynne smoked weed twice daily, both before and after dinner. He appreciated this and figured they might not mention it at all, since Prynne was, face it, not their kid. But finally his mom confronted him about it, on a late afternoon when he arrived home and Prynne was already outside on her chair with a thin cloud of smoke enveloping her.

			His mom was at work in her studio. When Seth rumbled onto his parents’ property, she came to the door. He got out and watched Gus go running in Prynne’s direction. Before the Lab reached her, Amy called Seth’s name.

			“Got a minute?” she asked him.

			He said sure, but when she shut the studio door behind him, he became uneasy. “Wha’s happening?” he said.

			She was direct. “You know it’s not the marijuana itself. It’s the amount that concerns me.”

			“I know Prynne’s spending a lot of money,” Seth said. “But that’s because she’s buying it legally. Black market stuff would cost her less, but she wants it to be on the up-and-up.”

			Amy waved him off. “This has nothing to do with the cost. We pay her for staying with your grandfather, and if she wants to spend the money on weed, she can. What concerns me, Seth, is the constant smoking and what that’s going to do to her brain.”

			“Geez, Mom, she’s twenty-one. I figure her brain is already set. And she doesn’t have learning disabilities anyway.”

			“What I mean,” his mom went on, as if he hadn’t spoken, “is that I’m concerned about what this constant smoking is going to do over time. What it’s going to do to her desire to strive, to her willingness to grow, to her ability to understand herself and the world around her. If she sits in a haze every afternoon and evening . . . Don’t you see what this means?”

			“Far as I can tell, it means she wants to relax after being at Grand’s all day.”

			“Aren’t you bothered? Is this what you want in a partner, Seth?”

			He didn’t reply. The question felt all wrong, but he wasn’t sure why. He knew only that hearing it closed something off in him, so that a shell seemed to form around his heart.

			“Have you talked to her about it?” his mom persisted. “You can’t possibly want a partner who’s high every day when you come home.” And then when he still made no reply, “Darling, I can see you love her. I know you love her. We love her, too, your dad and I. But we want—”

			“So just accept her.” The words burst from him. “She is who she is and so am I.”

			His mom looked at him evenly and for much too long. She was like a person trying to read his mind. His mind, however, was the last place that he wanted her to be because everything she was saying was the truth and he didn’t know what to do about it. He loved Prynne. He wished she didn’t get high every night. He didn’t want to come home to someone who was blitzed. But he also didn’t know how to bring this about.

			So he said, “I guess you want us to find some other place to live.”

			“Of course not!” Amy said. “Your place is here as long as you want to be here. I was just trying to bring something out into the open between us. We’ve always done that, you and I. I don’t want to lose our willingness to speak openly to each other, honey.”


			Seth felt miserable. He didn’t know why. But he said what he knew his mom wanted to hear. “We’re not going to lose that,” he declared, even though he wasn’t sure he was speaking the truth.
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			When Seth saw firsthand that getting stoned had become a second nature activity in Prynne’s life, he told himself that it was okay. After all, she wasn’t doing anything wrong. Plus she wasn’t doing anything dangerous. Plus it was legal. Plus he loved her. So he decided that the uneasiness he was beginning to feel really had to do with himself.

			He’d never been a liar. Ever since he’d been a kid, anyone he tried to lie to could see on his face that he wasn’t telling the truth. So he’d given up on fibs when he’d been around twelve years old, aside from small white lies like telling one of the guys in his gypsy jazz group Triple Threat that his new girlfriend was hot when really he wouldn’t have given her a second look. But he’d lied to Prynne in order to get her to return to Whidbey. In his total desperation to have her back with him, he’d said he couldn’t remember what that guy in Port Townsend had said to her: “I can’t even get it anymore, Prynne. It’s way too risky.” And once Seth had made that declaration to Prynne—that he couldn’t remember what the guy had said—he couldn’t exactly start asking her what “any more of it” meant.

			Not long after Prynne’s return, he found himself obsessing about those words. Could Steve have been talking about weed? No matter that it was legal now, not just anyone could sell it, so if he was selling it on the sly . . . But maybe it was Oxy he’d been talking about and maybe Prynne had been lying about only trying it just that once. Or maybe it was meth, Seth thought. Maybe it was coke. It could be molly. Or K2. Geez, it could be anything.

			He began looking at Prynne more closely when she wasn’t looking at him. He started trying to gauge if her behavior was different from this day to that. Was she slurring her words? Did her eyelids droop? Was her real eye too bright? He was starting to drive himself up the wall, and the worst of it was that the only person he could really talk to about this was Grand because Grand had forever been the person in his life that Seth had turned to when he needed to sort through something.

			When Prynne unexpectedly announced that she had an additional gig the next Sunday in Port Townsend, Seth decided it was time to talk to Ralph. Prynne took off too early for Seth’s comfort, so he loaded Gus into the VW and headed for Newman Road.

			He and the Lab piled out of the car into the sound of crows raising a ruckus above the forest trees and an eagle sounding its five-note descending cry for its mate. Grand’s property was a panorama of flowers, but Seth was immune to its beauty although Gus leaped up the side of the hill and rolled in the wildflowers there.

			Seth called to him, and Gus ignored him. But he did head down the hillside, and Seth followed him to where Becca and Derric were waiting on the porch.

			Derric waved as Seth came into view. Gus charged toward them, barking happily. Becca turned to the front door, opened it, and said something to Grand. As Seth came up the porch steps, Derric said, “’S happening?”

			“Nada,” Seth told him, another lie, as Gus snuffled around the large wooden box on the porch, hoping for a bone. “Prynne’s doing another gig in Port Townsend.” At least that was the truth.

			Becca was shrugging her way into a denim jacket. A thrift store score, Seth figured. It was way too big. “Grand’s waiting for you,” she told Seth. “Even set up the chessboard on his own.”

			“Righteous. No help?”

			“He had some trouble with the pawns. Derric did those.”

			“Still cool, though.”

			“That’s what we thought.”

			None of them said what else all of them were thinking: Nothing had changed, really. Seth had overheard his dad pleading with Aunt Brenda—a catch in his voice—about Grand’s property and what it meant to him. “What’s this really all about?” he’d cried. “For God’s sake, Bren, let’s be honest with each other.” But this had achieved nothing. The only thing Seth could work out from everything Aunt Brenda had done so far was that she and Mike had big plans for the 170 acres Grand owned.

			He forced a cheerful smile anyway and said to Becca and Derric, “Where you guys heading?”

			“It’s a Josh day,” Becca told him. “We’re taking him and Chloe to the Mutt Strut. God, Der, I didn’t think of it,” she added, turned to Derric. “We should have made a costume for Gus. The kids would’ve loved it.”

			Seth was cheered by the thought of the Lab dressed up. Josh would’ve gone for something like a pirate, Chloe for something like a princess. Becca was right. They would’ve loved it.

			He waved them off, told Gus to come inside with him, and joined his grandfather. Ralph was waiting for him at the chessboard. Seth’s only wish as he greeted Grand was that his language skills were what they had been. That was what he needed from him now: Grand wisdom. But Grand listening would have to do.

			“Fave-rit mahl grunsho,” Ralph said slowly, and the twinkle in his eye told Seth how proud he was of coming ever closer to “favorite male grandchild.”

			“How’s it going, Grand?” Seth asked. Gus greeted Seth’s grandfather in his usual way: by sniffing around to see if Ralph had any treats. Ralph raised his hand slowly and dropped it onto the Lab’s head. Gus waited patiently for the caress.

			“So so,” Ralph said. “Whan shess?”

			“Sure,” Seth said. “It’s, like, the only time I’ll probably ever be able to beat you.” He sat and they began a game made slow by the difficulty Ralph had with the pieces. While Ralph was attempting to move a pawn, Seth said to him, “Prynne’s in Port Townsend. Got an extra gig there.”

			“Fidduh,” Ralph said.

			“Yeah. She’s doing her fiddle at the same place I met her, in that coffeehouse.” He waited for Ralph to complete his move. He counted how long it took. Thirty seconds . . . forty-five . . . fifty. He finally said, “You having trouble, Grand?”

			Ralph looked up at him and his expression said how stupid he thought the question was. Grand had never liked someone stating the obvious. He said in reply, “Mayshens.”

			Seth frowned. “What? Mayshens?”

			“Mayshens, mayshens.” Ralph gestured to the board.

			“You want me to do something?” Seth said.

			“Mayshens whan.” Ralph pursed his lips. He blew out a breath that made a burble. It seemed as if what he was doing was . . . Seth wasn’t sure. But he could tell his grandfather was getting upset.

			He said, “Maybe we should play later. What d’you think? I sort of wanted to talk anyway.”

			At this, to his shock, Ralph’s eyes filled with tears. Seth had never seen his grandfather cry. He said, “What’s wrong? Grand, what’s wrong?”

			“T . . . t . . . talk.” He spit out the word.

			At first Seth thought Grand meant that he was waiting for Seth to tell him whatever he’d come to tell him. But before he could begin to go over what he’d been thinking and feeling with regard to Prynne, Ralph burst out with, “Becca banks,” and with his good hand he grabbed on to Seth’s arm so hard it hurt. “Houch,” he said. “Seff houch . . .” and he began to flush.

			Seth said, “Grand, you gotta calm down,” and he looked around for the device to take his grandfather’s blood pressure. He said, “Okay okay, Grand. I’ll text Derric, okay? I’ll tell Becca to come home, all right?”

			“No!” Ralph cried. “Houch . . . banks . . .”


			“Okay. No Becca. I’m calling Dad,” was Seth’s reply.
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			Becca wanted to help the Darrows. She wanted to figure out something that was going to end the dispute in their family. But what that something was . . . she had no clue. So because she spent the most time of everyone alone with Ralph, she used those chances she had to connect with him.

			His whispers were limited mostly to banks and houch. His visions were more varied. On one occasion she’d picked up the sensation of being in a car, she’d seen Grand’s hands clearly on the steering wheel, and the course he drove looked like a dirt road through forest deep with shadows thrown by mostly untrimmed cedars with lacy branches screening the way. On another occasion, she’d seen a house with cedar shingles that were blackened by the Pacific Northwest damp. On a third she’d once again walked up a stairway on the outside of a building with him, also cedar shingled. He’d gone through the screened door she’d seen once before, and there was a woman behind a desk strewn with papers. She’d looked up, smiled, made a gesture toward a chair against a window. And that was that. Who she was and why Ralph Darrow had her in his memory remained a mystery. Even when Becca told him of the vision, all Ralph would say was banks, banks, banks. He said it so urgently that Becca got scared she might drive him into another stroke.

			There were other matters on her mind, too. When she and Derric left Ralph’s place to pick up Josh and Chloe, she knew she had the opportunity to give Derric some information he wasn’t going to like.

			She hadn’t wanted to do this on the phone. Truth be told, she needed to violate her own resolution about giving Derric the privacy of his thoughts. From what had happened to her on the previous night, it was clear that he hadn’t taken her advice about the scores of letters he’d written and never mailed to his sister. As they headed along Newman Road toward the highway, she casually removed the earbud of the AUD box.

			She said, “Der, I got some news for you.”

			He glanced at her. He was very adept at reading her, so what he said was, “When you look like that, it ain’t good.”

			“Rejoice called me last night,” she told him.

			“Like I said,” was his reply.

			“Yeah. But it’s sort of worse than her just calling me. She was, like, totally wrecked.”

			“Drunk?”

			Becca hastened to clarify. “No. I mean wrecked, like in emotionally.”

			They were at the highway. Derric was waiting for a chance to make a left. It was obvious that the ferry had docked eight miles to the south in Clinton because the stream of traffic on the road was unbroken, which meant a wait for the traffic light down at Bayview Corner to turn red and cause a gap up here. The fine weather was bringing hordes to the island now. They would grow every weekend until, during the summer, the ferry line would be no less than two hours long.

			As they waited, Derric chewed on his lip. He said, “I don’t know if I want to know what she said.”

			“I think you got to hear it,” Becca told him. “She’s wrecked because you aren’t calling and you’re not returning her texts. She says I’m the one responsible, like I’m making you stay away from her.” Becca didn’t add the rest because there was really no point: Rejoice’s tears and her accusations of Becca’s refusing to put out for her boyfriend unless he stopped seeing Rejoice. The girl hadn’t wanted to hear that Becca wasn’t even sexual with Derric yet, not in that way. She’d shouted, “Oh right. Oh really and truly right, Becca! You must think I’m stupid!” and her sobs had been unnerving to hear.

			Derric directed his gaze to the Forester’s roof, as if there was someone up there—like God—who was going to tell him what to do next. He finally spoke once they’d managed to make the left turn onto the highway. “I’ve screwed this up.”

			“I think you just got to give her the letters,” Becca said.

			“And that’s not going to freak her out?”

			“It probably will for a while. She might feel hurt or whatever. But—”

			Derric’s head filled with swear words that he was directing at himself.

			Becca said, “Seems to me, like I said before, that the one thing she’s going to see—aside from the fact that you really are who you say you are, her brother—is that you love her and she’s not alone. She’s not on the planet without a blood relative.”

			True but God . . . maybe it’s better because that way Mom and Dad wouldn’t know . . .

			Becca was pleased with the accuracy with which she heard the whisper, less pleased with how Derric was thinking about things. She said, “Course, it’d end up with a huge change in your life if she does believe you, since all of a sudden hello you’ve got a sister and then you . . . I guess then you start introducing her around. But it’s sort of cool, if you think about it. Least, if I was you, I’d think it was cool, having a sibling. I wish I had one.”

			“In what way is it cool?” he demanded. “Hey I’ve got a sister I pretended wasn’t my sister for the last . . . what? . . . twelve years of my life?” To this he added selfish and what’s it going to be like when everyone knows it.

			“You didn’t know where she was once you got to America,” Becca reminded him. “And you didn’t pretend to yourself she wasn’t your sister, since you spent all that time writing her letters. I say give her the letters. Do it in person and sit there while she reads them and see what happens.”

			He sighed, but he kept his eyes on the road. “You’re not letting me get out of this, are you?” he said.

			• • •

			THE CLIFF MOTEL, sitting on its corner with the waters of Saratoga Passage glittering behind it, was aglow with spring: the ground blooming with the last of the winter pansies and freshly planted wallflowers, while Canterbury bells were sending up shoots that heralded their summer spikes of blue and white flowers. Josh and Chloe were out in front of the place, dancing with excitement as Derric and Becca drove into the parking lot.

			“Yea, yea, yea!” Chloe cried as Derric and Becca got out of the car. “Grammer said I could wear a costume, Becca.”

			She wore a costume indeed. Debbie had fashioned her into a fairy with a castoff tulle ballerina’s tutu, a pink Hello Kitty T-shirt, tennis shoes newly done up with stripes of gold glitter, and small wings of wire covered in tissue paper. For his part, Josh was having nothing to do with costumes. He was all man all the time in jeans and a flannel shirt. But he couldn’t hide the thrill of seeing his Big Brother. He bounced over to Derric and they high-fived each other with “Hey man” and “Wha’s happening, dude?”

			Their grandmother came out of the motel office. Debbie Grieder stood at the edge of the porch, arms akimbo. “Take these two loony birds off my hands.” She directed this to Becca and Derric, but she said it with a smile. “They’ve been up since five.”

			“We got ’em covered.” Derric opened the back door of the car so that Josh and Chloe could pile inside. “Okay for them to have pizza after?”

			“Pizza!” Chloe shrieked.

			“Cool,” Josh said.

			Debbie waved a yes at them before she turned and went back inside. They set off, then, with Bayview Corner in their sights. It would be crowded with costumed people and their costumed dogs, set to parade before a panel of judges.

			Bayview itself was some four miles away. The route took them through the forest before it skirted several farms climbing the emerald hillsides and a thoroughbred horse ranch where three foals scooted close to their dams. It passed by Lone Lake, whose waters reflected the day’s perfect sky, and ultimately it deposited them near an old 1895 schoolhouse that was used by the island’s literary arts community. Across the street from this, the buildings that had once been visited by farmers buying everything from tools to grains were now used for other purposes: arts, hair salon, taproom, wine room, restaurants, and the great red barn of a gardening center.

			Some careful maneuvering got them a place to park up near the highway in a hard-packed field. Out of the car, they were at once in a stream of people heading toward the Big Event. To the joy of the kids, there were dogs everywhere: all shapes and sizes, purebreds, mixed breeds, and a slew of unidentifiable, cocky mutts. They were dressed in all manner of costumes. Space dogs, princess dogs, zombie dogs, Scuba dogs, hot dogs (those would be the dachshunds, of course), pumpkin dogs, beach dogs, surfer dogs, artist dogs, gardener dogs, and everything else one could imagine. Over the sound of excited chatter all around them came the amplified voice of the master of ceremonies in the distance.

			“The parade comes first.” Chloe grabbed Becca’s hand and began to pull her. “Come on, Becca. We don’t want to miss that ’cause it’s when all the doggies march with their peoples.”

			Becca allowed herself to be pulled. She waved good-bye to Derric and Josh, who were striding behind them.

			The parade was silly and colorful and lots of fun, since both the participants and the viewers along the route became thoroughly engaged. Someone had passed out kazoos to those watching, and they were providing the music: “When the Saints Go Marching In.” Becca demonstrated kazoo playing for Chloe, who picked it up pretty much as quickly as anyone picks up the use of a kazoo. With lots of giggling, they kazooed with the crowd although when the dogs came into sight, Chloe spent more time crying out “Look! Oh look!” and “I wish Grammer would let me have a dog.”

			Each person in the crowd fell into line with the parade as it passed until about two hundred people were strutting along with the costumed participants. The parade wound its way throughout Bayview Corner, into and out of the gardening center as well, and it finally came to a stop in a parking lot between the barn and the repurposed buildings, where a tiny viewing stand had been set up. Here the judges sat.

			Now was the time for the costume contest. Chloe squirmed to the front so that she could see. Along with other small children, she sat in the gravel. There someone dressed like a clown was passing out balloons twisted into the shape of dogs.

			Becca found a spot where she could watch the action. Derric came to join her, and she slid her hand into his. The noise put her in the position of having to use the AUD box or ending up with a terrible headache, so she had the earbud where it belonged, and the soothing static allowed her to enjoy being among the happy crowd.

			“Where’s Josh?” she asked Derric but before he could answer, she saw the little boy joining the other children. He’d given in to balloons and a good view of the contest. Evidently one could participate in this and still be cool.

			The contest itself involved the master of ceremonies calling forth one at a time the name of a costumed dog and the dog’s costumed person. Every couple got a moment in the limelight. The rules required each costume to be handmade, so there was much hilarity—not to mention loud applause in an attempt to sway the judges’ opinions—as dog and person made their strut before the crowd.

			The event was well under way when so many things became clear to Becca. The master of ceremonies announced, “Sophie and David Banks along with their grandma and her dog, Prince. What have we here? Elves and a reindeer and Mrs. Banks seems to be Mrs. Claus.”

			Hearing this, Becca wanted to slap herself on the forehead. She wanted to shout “You idiot!” followed closely by “Of course, of course.”


			Grand had been telling her all along. He’d been saying it and visualizing it and doing what he could to get the message across to her, but she’d been too dim to get his point. Banks was a person, not an institution. And when she looked closely at Mrs. Claus, she recognized the woman within Grand’s vision.
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			Gertie and Giselle closed G & G’s for two consecutive days during the week, so on those days Jenn pushed herself in training more than usual. She could see that she was improving her skills by working with Cynthia and Lexie. Each of them was especially encouraging when it came to an area she considered her specialty. For Lexie, it was running, and when Cynthia joined them, her job was to keep Jenn moving the ball, passing it, while dodging her attempts to snatch it away. For Cynthia, it was weight training, and Lexie spotted her while Cynthia determined how much weight Jenn should be using each time they worked out. In return, Jenn kept Cynthia on her toes as a goalie, and she timed Lexie on her runs.

			On these days, Jenn didn’t rush home. No matter her increased liking for Cynthia and Lexie, she still didn’t want them to see where she lived. They’d both offered her rides a couple more times, but Jenn had said no. There was the general dumpiness of her family’s house and the property itself, but there was also her mom’s attitude. She figured her mom wouldn’t ever have known or guessed about Cynthia’s sexual preferences, but Kate had already seen Lexie at G & G’s, so Jenn assumed that her mom had probably drawn conclusions based on that. And one thing about Kate that had to be said: She wasn’t a live-and-let-live sort of person.

			Jenn was thinking about this as she descended Possession Road from where the island bus dropped her. The days were getting longer now as spring advanced, and filtered light reached fingers through the trees and dappled the road. It was a day of no breeze at all, so the birds were making a racket. Crows and gulls seemed to be competing with each other, and a flash of blue zipping by told her the jays were out and about. Purple martins were doing their warbling thing in the trees, and wherever Scotch broom had invaded, yellowthroats were making their bizzing sounds. It was a time of year that lifted people’s spirits on the island, and Jenn’s spirits were high as she made the turn down the gravel lane that led to her house.

			Those spirits crashed when she saw that two cars were sitting between the house and the brew shed. One of them was the island taxi. The other was an old Ford Explorer with a Christian fish affixed to its bumper and those dad, mom, and kids stickers on the rear window. There was also a bumper sticker displaying a reference to the Bible merely by book, chapter, and verse. All this put into the same kettle told Jenn what was cooking inside the house: Her mom was home and Mr. Sawyer was paying a visit.

			Jenn swore in a way that would not have pleased the minister. She glanced at the brew shed. The Rolling Stones were singing about not always being able to get what you want. Nothing, she thought, could have been truer.

			Up the front steps she went. Into the house she trudged. She figured her mom and Mr. Sawyer would be reading the Bible together or laying miracle hands on Petey and Andy to alter their generally rambunctious behavior. But it turned out that they were sitting side by side on the threadbare flowered couch in the living room.

			Jenn saw that her mom was deadly pale. With her brothers not around at this time of day, she felt a little stab of fear. “What’s wrong?” she asked. “What’s going on? Where’s Petey and—”

			Mr. Sawyer spoke as he rose from the couch, saying, “Jennifer. We’ve been waiting for you. Please sit with us, child.”

			Jenn didn’t like his tone. His voice sounded like one he’d use when he thrust someone under the water to be baptized, and she especially hated his use of child. She went on to hate the fact that he held the Bible in one hand and extended his other hand, palm downward, as if he intended to bless the scratched-up coffee table. As soon as he started to talk, her mom started to move her lips. Jenn stayed where she was by the door. Mr. Sawyer repeated his request.

			“Sit with us, child.”

			“I got homework and a test to—”

			“Do as he says!” Kate’s voice was so sharp that it made Jenn jump.

			“It’s the word of God, Jennifer,” Mr. Sawyer said.

			“Huh? God wants me to sit?”

			“God wants you to walk away from sin,” he replied, “and Jesus His Son wants you to shun that which exposes you to the fires of hell.”

			“Uh . . . okay,” Jenn said. “C’n I do my homework now?”

			“Don’t be smart with Reverend Sawyer,” Kate McDaniels said. “He’s here to talk to you and after that, there are arrangements that need to be made.”

			To this, Jenn said nothing. She shrugged out of her backpack and put it at the foot of the stairs.

			Reverend Sawyer said, “Do you know what eternity is?”

			“Another word for forever?”

			“And do you understand that when someone is cast into the fires of hell, it is for eternity? It’s torment forever with no escape, torment after you die. Torment after the Second Coming. Torment without an until attached to it, stretching into infinity.”

			“Sort of sounds like having to be in math class,” Jenn said.

			Mr. Sawyer didn’t smile. Kate shot eye bullets in Jenn’s direction.

			Mr. Sawyer said, “When individuals engage in an act against nature, they engage in that act against God, and for this they are condemned to hell. Engaging in an act against nature is worse than the sin of knowing another outside the bonds of holy matrimony for this act is so unnatural that its bestiality creates in the eyes of Our Lord and Savior, in the eyes of His Father, and in the eyes of the Holy Spirit an abhorrence so profound that no blessing can descend upon the sinner unless there is a profound repentance. Do you know what this means?”

			“Which part?” Jenn asked. “You sort of just threw a lot at me.”

			“We begin with the word of God.” He gestured with the Bible. “We move from there to your baptism.”

			Jenn swung to look at Kate. “I told you, Mom. No. Way. I said I’d go to your stupid church and I’m doing that and—”

			“Don’t you dare use that word to describe something you can’t even begin to understand,” Kate cried.

			“Stupid, stupid, stupid!” Jenn repeated. “And I’m not letting anyone drag me into Deer Lake and dunk me in the frigging water. And why is this the big plan? Because I have a job in a restaurant owned by two married people who happen to be women? Because other women whose partners are women actually go there—OMG, showing themselves in public—and eat dinner sometimes? Well, so do a bunch of other people who are as straight as you are, Mom. Are they going to hell because they eat at G & G’s or is it only the people who work there who’re going to hell?”

			“I’m trying to protect you.”

			“Baptism is a first step,” Reverend Sawyer added. “Without baptism to wash your soul of sin, you cannot enter into God’s Kingdom.”

			“I don’t want to enter God’s Kingdom if it means I get to hang out with people like you!” Jenn headed for the stairs. She had homework and a test and there was no way she was going to listen to either of them a second longer. They’d have to tie her and gag her before she’d ever submit to being baptized.

			“Jennifer McDaniels, do not walk away,” Kate said. “Reverend Sawyer is talking to you, and you need to listen. There’s a class on Wednesday evenings that you will have to start attending in preparation for baptism. Once you have completed that class, you will be baptized.”

			“Like hell I will,” Jenn said. “I work on Wednesday nights and I’m gonna keep working on Wednesday night. Got that, Mom?”

			“I can’t let you burn in hell!” Kate cried. “As your mother I must put you on the path to heaven, Jenn. You can’t see that clearly, but you will someday. And in meantime, I can see it, and you must understand that—”

			“Shut up!” Jenn shrieked. “I’m happy like I am. Why isn’t that enough? Why can’t that ever be enough?”

			“Because happiness whose source is perversion is not happiness,” Reverend Sawyer said.

			“I’m not a pervert,” Jenn cried. “If anyone’s perverted, it’s the two of you!”

			• • •

			ALL OF THIS, Jenn thought, merely because her mom had walked into G & G’s to give her a ride home. She hadn’t witnessed how hard Jenn worked to earn her money, and she sure as heck hadn’t bothered to meet either Giselle or Gertie to learn exactly how much effort they were putting into their restaurant. She had merely seen some ladies having a nice time celebrating someone’s birthday and some other ladies having a little anniversary dinner. That had been enough for Kate McDaniels. No way was her precious little Jennifer going to be exposed to such sin. It was eternal damnation by association, Jenn thought. She was so furious at the end of the encounter with her mom and Mr. Sawyer that she stayed furious all night and was still furious when she got off the school bus the next morning.

			Things got worse for her immediately.

			There was a large newly placed banner over the front doors of South Whidbey High School. It was done in the hues of the rainbow and, like the steam punk posters, it advertised the prom. Beneath these words, RAINBOW PROM, was the relevant date. And beneath the banner itself stood Squat Cooper and two other boys.

			Squat saw her as Jenn approached. He said something to the other two, and they slouched off. Jenn took note of their stupid jeans hanging low on their crotches. At least, she thought, Squat had never adopted that totally ridiculous and utterly hideous fashion statement. At least, she thought, he knew that having to look at some dude’s underwear was not the thrill a girl was seeking.

			“How can you stand to hang with those creeps?” Jenn asked him.

			He looked startled, both at her words and her tone. “Did someone rise from the wrong side of the bed this morning?” he asked. “That’s Brent and Haydn, by the way. We’ve been in school with them for something like thirteen years, counting preschool.”

			“Well, they’ve turned into lowlifes.”

			“Lowlifes with brains. Hmmm. I didn’t think one qualified for lowlife-dom if one’s GPA topped three point five.”

			“Those two don’t have a combined GPA of three point five.”

			Squat seemed to study her before he said, “Have we taken to judging based on appearances?”

			“I don’t know, Squat, have we? Aren’t you the person who told me I’d be judged by the company I’m keeping?”

			“Since you’re keeping company with me at the moment, you have nothing to fear,” was his reply. “On the other hand . . .” He gave a glance at the banner above them. “I would suggest a wider berth might be in order . . . ?”

			“Would you? Why would that be? ’Cause I like a couple of lesbians? Or ’cause unlike you, I don’t judge people?”

			“Didn’t you just judge Brent and Haydn?” Squat asked. “Or was that someone else? Because as I recall our conversation so far—”

			“Oh shut up! Stop talking like some stupid professor. Act real for once if you possibly can.”

			His eyes grew darker as did his face. He said, “Seriously? What’s crawled up your butt, Jenn?”

			“You, at the moment,” Jenn snarled. “Do me a favor and crawl out, okay?”

			• • •

			SHE HAD TO get away from everyone, but the only person she could realistically get away from was her mom. Both of them, she figured, needed time to cool off. Her mom, especially, needed to know that she couldn’t bend Jenn to her will as long as her will involved baptism classes that took place on one of her work nights followed by some gruesome ceremony during which she was expected to wade into Deer Lake in order to have a chance of someday speaking gibberish. As long as she stayed at home, this was what she faced, though. She knew that Kate wasn’t going to cease and desist until Jenn was guaranteed entrance through the Pearly Gates.

			She brought this up with Becca after lunch. She began by bringing her into the picture about Mr. Sawyer’s visit and about the plan he and Kate had devised to save Jenn’s soul. She finished up with the only solution she could come up with to bring her mother to reason. She needed to get herself out of the house so that Kate could see how determined Jenn was not to be forced into something against her will.

			She said to Becca, “C’n I stay at Mr. Darrow’s place? It would just be for a few nights. Maybe only two, even. I figure if I don’t go home and if my mom has to worry about where I am, maybe it’ll be more important to her that I’m alive than that I’m baptized into that bizzaro church of hers.”

			Becca was quiet. Occasionally, she had a super unnerving way of looking at people and she was doing that now. It was like . . . Jenn wasn’t sure what it was like other than that it seemed as if Becca didn’t believe her.

			“Can I?” she asked again. “Maybe it would be just for tonight. I won’t make any noise. I won’t be any bother. I can even hang around at G & G’s till Mr. Darrow goes to bed and I can leave before he gets up and there won’t be a reason he’d even know I was there because I wouldn’t say a word.”

			Becca bit the side of her lip. For a horrible moment, Jenn wondered if Becca, too, was deserting her. She couldn’t understand how that could possibly be. They were BFFs, and she wasn’t asking for anything but a couch to sleep on. No food, no water, no . . . nothing.

			Becca said the unbelievable then. “Can’t someone from the club help you out?”

			“What club?”

			“The Gay Straight Alliance. Haven’t you gone to a meeting?”

			“Why would I go to a meeting?”

			“I was just thinking that other kids have probably gone through this and—”

			“What? Gone through what? What’re you saying?”

			“It’s just that you’re saying . . . I mean, what you’re saying about your mom and everything else, like G & G’s . . .”

			Jenn couldn’t believe her ears. Becca, too? What was going on in her world? She said abruptly, “Just forget it. Forget I even asked.”

			“But, Jenn,” Becca started. “It’s only that Mr. Darrow—”

			“Never mind. Like I said, forget I asked. Forget everything while you’re at it, Becca. I thought we were friends, but obviously—” Jenn was horrified to feel tears threatening. There was nothing to do but walk away.

			Becca called after her. “Jenn! Wait! I was only—”


			Jenn swung around, “Forget it,” she cried, and she didn’t care in the least that about fifty kids were nearby, heading to class, witnesses to her confrontation with Becca.
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			The solution to most every problem in Seth’s life was making music. This had long been the case, and when Prynne joined the gypsy jazz group, this turned out to be doubly true. Even more than playing by himself or playing with Triple Threat, Seth discovered that with Prynne there was a complete musical understanding. There was virtually no need even to shoot a look between them to indicate who was to dominate a particular moment in what they were playing.

			This was what allowed Triple Threat to shine at their next rehearsal. The group generally rehearsed in Langley at a place called South Whidbey Commons, a Second Street cottage where local kids learned how to be baristas, man a cash register, sell secondhand books, and take care of customers. South Whidbey Commons also provided a garden with seating out in front and public spaces inside for small meetings and such. It was in a room farthest in the back of the place that Triple Threat did their rehearsing of what was their specialty: the wildly complicated gypsy jazz of Django Reinhardt.

			Reinhardt’s music had always been a draw when they were rehearsing, and this day was no different. People had started wandering in from the front of the Commons during their first number, and more slipped into the room as they went on.

			Their practice session was two hours long with all its starts and stops. When they played their final tune, they were more than ready to call it a day. They acknowledged the applause of their listeners and were packing up their instruments when a woman unknown to any of them made her way through the departing crowd.

			Her clothing said Seattle: None of it matched but it all seemed to work, from her après ski boots to her untied bow tie to her drooping dreadlock storage cap to her man’s tuxedo jacket over jeans. She introduced herself as Steamer Constant, which sounded to Seth more like a drink than a name, and she went on to tell them her line of business.

			She was, she said, a scout. Triple Threat exchanged looks because none of them had the first idea what she was talking about. She went on to add that she was a talent scout, there in Langley to attend the piano festival that was taking place at the town’s art center.

			“Between concerts,” she said, “I’ve been checking out the coffeehouses. Never seen so many in a town so small. Today it was this place’s turn. How long’ve you guys played together?”

			For the original members it was four years. With Prynne, it was just over six months. When Seth told her this, Steamer Constant asked if they had representation, because her job was to look for talent.

			“You an agent or something?” Jackson, the mandolin player, asked.

			“Consider me an agent for the agent,” Steamer replied. “Like I said a talent scout. You’ve heard of that, right?”

			Well, they weren’t exactly idiots, Seth thought.

			Steamer went on to ask if they’d cut any CDs yet, if they had demos she could take with her to Seattle. They did have one, but they’d made it inside Dane the banjo player’s garage, and with a look at each other, they silently agreed that they sure as hell didn’t want some talent scout listening to that.

			“Too expensive to do a decent one,” Seth settled on telling her.

			She nodded, as if this struck her as wise. She dug in a briefcase for business cards, which she handed around to all of them. She said, “C’n you get into Seattle sometime to play?”

			“What, for you?” Prynne asked.

			“For the agent I’m scouting for,” Steamer said.

			They looked at each other once again. Then they looked at her as if she were the angel Gabriel come to make his big announcement to the Virgin Mary. They all spoke at once, variations of they sure as hell could come to Seattle and play for an agent and when when when would Steamer Constant like this to occur?

			“No hurry,” she said. “Any time you’re ready. Give me a call and we’ll set it up.”

			That said, she was gone, leaving them holding her business card and looking from her departing back, to the card, to each other. A miracle had occurred.

			• • •

			AFTER SEVERAL ROUNDS of high-fiving each other, Triple Threat split up and headed off. Seth and Prynne picked up Gus who’d been outside the Commons, attached to an exterior faucet and waiting patiently. With the dog between them, they took off up Second Street, up to the corner of Second and Anthes, where the climb out of the village began. Here Seth had parked his VW, in front of the bright white village museum.

			Gus, however, was not inclined to get into the car without a little action in reward for being so patient. He pulled in the direction of the small city park across the street. Seth said to him, “Later, okay? We get back to Grand’s and I’ll throw your ball.”

			The Lab didn’t look happy with this idea. Prynne said, “Poor guy. Hey, I need some new strings and rosin, Seth. Why’n’t you take him over to the park. I’ll get what I need at the music store and then we can take off.”

			Langley Music was close, tucked inside an artful collection of shops gathered around a patio and a walkway planted with ferns and flowers. There, musical instruments and supplies were sold and lessons were given: mostly to retired baby boomers who decided now was the time to start playing guitar.

			Seth said, “Good idea.”

			Prynne smiled and replied, “One of many, buddy,” and she kissed him, slinging one arm around his neck. “I got another one, but I’ll tell you later,” she murmured.

			“Epic.” He laughed.

			Contentedly he watched her walk in the direction of the music store. She was so . . . He didn’t know what. She was just Prynne and he loved her and how she made him feel.

			Seth said, “Come on, boy,” to Gus and he could see how the dog brightened up at that. Life was so looking up, Seth thought. Prynne was back, Triple Threat was cooking, and now a talent scout wanted them all to come to Seattle and play for an agent.


			He hadn’t ever felt this happy. The future was bright. With Prynne at his side, it seemed that anything was possible.
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			When Prynne said, “But this has always been just a temporary thing. You know I’m a solo act,” Seth didn’t know what to think. It didn’t make sense to him that someone might not want to play in front of a talent agent. But that was what Prynne told him when he reported to her that, a couple of days after she’d heard them play, Steamer Constant had tracked him down via South Whidbey Commons and asked Triple Threat to come into Seattle ASAP. Prynne said, “It’s Triple Threat, not Quadruple Threat,” when he protested that she had to go.

			Seth figured her hesitation had to do with nerves. He was nervous, too. So were the guys. But if they didn’t take this opportunity, who knew when another would come along? So despite her reluctance, Seth talked Prynne into it. On the appointed day, she stowed her fiddle in the back of Jackson’s dirt-encrusted RAV4, Seth did the same with his guitar, and they took off.

			Down in Clinton, there was no ferry line and they rolled right on, along with motorcycles, cars, and a school bus. Jackson and Dane stayed inside the SUV for the fifteen-minute crossing, but Prynne said she needed to go above and use the rest room. She’d been awfully quiet and she wasn’t looking so great. Seth said he would go up, too, because if she was as nervous as she seemed to be, he figured she needed either moral support or someone to comfort her if she upchucked her breakfast.

			The crossing was a smooth one, the waters of Possession Sound so glass-like that had anything broken the surface, you could have seen it nine hundred yards away. Seth waited at one of the windows, watching tree-studded Hat Island slide by in the distance. When Prynne joined him, she was still pale, so he bought her a sugar cookie from the cafeteria and pressed it on her. She tucked it into her shoulder bag, and they returned to the SUV.

			Within five minutes of arriving in Mukilteo across the water from Whidbey, Seth knew that something was wrong. They were heading up the hill away from the water when he noticed Prynne’s head had fallen forward onto her chest. He murmured, “You okay?” as the SUV hit a curve. She rocked against him and murmured something he couldn’t understand. He said quietly, “Prynne, you okay?” so as not to freak out Jackson and Dane in the front of the vehicle. She didn’t respond but merely smiled. She finally murmured “Sleep,” scooched away from him, and then settled across the back seat with her head in his lap.

			Dane glanced back and said, “She okay, man?” and Seth decided to say, “Up all night. She’s totally nervous about this thing. She’ll be okay, though,” to which Jackson said, “Hope so,” with a look into the rear view mirror.

			What Seth knew was that hope was an up-in-the-air thing because Prynne was stoned out of her mind. The first thing he thought of was that she’d somehow put her hands on more Oxy. Or it was something else, but whatever it was, Prynne had taken it in the ferry bathroom. His only hope was that the effects would wear off by the time they got into Seattle.

			The talent agent’s office was in an area called Fremont, a quirky part of the city nudging a canal that led from Lake Union into the greater waters of Puget Sound. What characterized the place was a large statue of the Russian leader Lenin, a humongous concrete troll that sat beneath the Aurora Street Bridge, and other fanciful outdoor art. Like every other Seattle neighborhood, Fremont had its own downtown with shops offering everything from junk posing as antiques, to consignment shops, to thrift stores posing as consignment shops, to galleries offering the wares of the neighborhood’s artists. From the downtown area near the canal, Fremont climbed a long hillside to a place called Phinney Ridge, and it was practically to Phinney Ridge that they had to drive before they found a parking space.

			The talent agent had an office in the downtown area, above a shop called Dusty Strings, where handmade musical instruments were sold. They’d spotted this as they drove around looking for a place to park, and once they found a spot, they had a hike in front of them to get back to it.

			Prynne was still out of it. No way could Seth keep claiming she was just sleeping off a bad night. Jackson opened the driver’s door, got out, leaned back in, and shot a look at Prynne where she remained sprawled across Seth’s lap. He said, “What the hell, Seth. What’s she on?” and when Seth tried to make an excuse, Dane opened the back door of the RAV4 and grabbed Prynne’s shoulder bag before Seth could protest.

			He dumped its contents onto the floor of the vehicle, at Seth’s feet. He pawed among them and then he swore as he grabbed up a small labeled bottle and tossed it to Jackson. “Oh great, oh too perfect, oh hell,” Jackson said. “Weed oil, man. She’s downed half the bottle.”

			Seth wanted to say, stupidly, that it wasn’t against the law. Weed oil came in various strengths, depending on what you wanted it for, and Prynne was old enough to buy it, so what was everyone freaking out about? That’s what he wanted to say, but he didn’t because when Jackson passed the bottle to him, he saw that for some insane reason Prynne had scored the strongest of the oils and according to the label it was intended to help you sleep.

			His first reaction was that he wanted to kill her. His second was to tell the two other guys that he would handle everything. They should head in the direction of the talent agent’s office, he told them. He’d get Prynne straightened out and meet them there.

			When Jackson’s response to this was, “Get her straightened out how, man?” Seth told him just to leave it to him. He added, “C’n you take our instruments? We’ll catch up,” and when Dane said under his breath “Like that’s going to do any good,” Seth said, “Hey, back off.”

			Dane retorted with, “No way is she going to be able to play.”

			“She’ll play. Just get going, okay?”

			Once they were out of sight, Seth heaved Prynne out of the vehicle. He stood her upright, and this was enough to get her to open her eyes. He snapped at her, “What the hell, Prynne. Why did you do this?”

			She squinted at him. “I tried to tell you . . .” was all she could get out.

			“What?” he demanded. “That you had to get stoned because you’re just so totally nervous? I believe that like I believe . . . I don’t even know what. Like I believe anything you ever say because obviously everything you say is a lie because why would you do this?”

			He started her walking in the direction of Dusty Strings. She stumbled a bit but she was able to walk. She said, “Sorry, sorry,” but the words were a mumble. “I didn’t know it would . . .”

			“Like hell you didn’t,” Seth replied. “Like you couldn’t have just done a little weed, huh? It had to be the oil. And not only the oil but the strongest, right? You had to have the strongest on this day of all days? I can’t even believe you’re real.”

			They came to an espresso bar. Seth ducked in quickly and bought her a double. He stood there on the sidewalk and made her drink it. Then he went inside and bought another. He didn’t know if it would do any good, but he had to try something, and this was the something that came to his mind. Once she’d drunk them both, they walked on. He had nothing more to say to her. He felt like a dog she’d decided to kick.

			Upstairs at Dusty Strings, they found Jackson and Dane in a reception area of the agent’s office. They weren’t the only ones there. A lady cellist and her guitarist partner were also waiting, and Seth recognized them from Whidbey. Steamer Constant was also in the reception area, having just come out of an inner office as Prynne and Seth entered. She frowned when she saw them and said, “Is she okay?” in reference to Prynne. He said, “She got real sick last night. She didn’t want to come today, but I talked her into it.”

			“Will she be able to play?”

			“Think so,” Seth said.

			“I c’n play,” Prynne added.

			Luckily, the cellist and the guitarist went first, so they had extra time for Prynne to recover. She walked back and forth in the reception area. Jackson and Dane wouldn’t look at her.

			She began to tune her fiddle as the others saw to their own instruments. She had some trouble with the bow and with the tuning keys and when she finally said, “That’s close enough,” Dane rolled his eyes and Jackson swore under his breath. The cellist and guitarist continued to play energetically inside the agent’s office.

			When they finally emerged, they were all smiles, casting thank-yous over their shoulders. One of them said good luck to Triple Threat, and that was it. Their time had come. Seth could only hope that Prynne’s recovery was sufficient to allow her to shine.

			The agent was a tattooed woman given to lots of fringe that hung about her clothes in a leather rainfall. Her name was Freda Windsarm, which suggested Native American birth, but she didn’t look even vaguely Native American since her hair was bleached to the point of no turning back and her skin was so pale she looked like one of those Japanese dancers who wear white masks. She was at the window of her office, blowing cigarette smoke into the street below, and when she said to them, “Give me a sec,” they had a chance to check out the space, which was characterized by photographs galore: Freda with Kurt Cobain, Freda with Macklemore and Ryan Lewis, Freda with Snoop Dogg, Freda with Jay Z, Freda with Britney, Freda with Cher, Freda with Queen Latifah, Freda with Michael Jackson, and on and on. It was sort of strange, Seth thought, because in each picture she looked exactly the same no matter how long ago it had been taken.

			They set up to play for her in an area designated for this: a square of hardwood floor sitting beneath an enormous poster from Star Wars, Han Solo and Chewbacca at the controls of the Millennium Falcon. By the time they were ready, so was Freda Windsarm. She sat down behind her desk, gave them a nod, and said, “Let’s see what you’ve got then, Triple Threat.”

			• • •

			NOT MUCH, AS things turned out. What they had wasn’t a disaster, as Jackson and Dane had thought it would be. But what they had was marginal. Prynne did her best, but her performance was riddled with mistakes that the rest of them tried to cover. And even when Freda Windsarm said with a frown, “Let’s have the fiddler sit the next one out,” the rest of them were so stressed that they weren’t anywhere in the same hemisphere as their best. Thus all of them knew what the outcome would be even before Freda Windsarm said it: “We’ll be in touch. Thanks for coming in,” after which she shot a look at Steamer Constant that clearly said, What the hell were you thinking?

			They plodded back to the SUV in silence: stony on the part of Jackson and Dane, sorrowful on the part of Prynne, crushed on the part of Seth. It wasn’t till they got to the vehicle and piled inside that Jackson turned to Prynne and said, “You sabotaged us. Happy about that?” For a moment no one said anything. Then Jackson went with a choice epithet said under his breath, which caused Seth to spring to Prynne’s defense with a “Hey, back off,” which caused Dane to suggest Seth would say or do anything just as long as he got laid. This put Seth into a real state—Hey, what do you think? That his thing with Prynne was all about sex or something? he demanded—which caused Dane to remark, “You said it, we didn’t, man,” which caused Prynne to say “I tried to tell you,” which caused Jackson to shout, “Shut up, Prynne,” which made Seth want to punch his lights. He made a lunge for him, but Prynne put a stop to that.


			“It’s not Seth’s fault! It’s mine!” she cried, and having said that she dumped out her shoulder bag, found the bottle of weed oil, and drank the rest of it in front of all of them.
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			Becca began to understand that a quickening was happening, just as the book given to her by Diana Kinsale had explained. After the Mutt Strut, she pulled that book—Seeing Beyond Sight—from the bookshelf in Ralph Darrow’s former bedroom that now was hers. She opened it, and she refreshed her memory with the words: “A verbal exploration and subsequent interpretation of the visions will lead the visionary to propel events forward to a safe, desired, or happy conclusion that might not otherwise occur should the visions not be explored completely and understood with a sharp degree of accuracy. This is what we call a quickening.”

			The quickening appeared to be going on everywhere. It was as if everyone’s life was geared up so that Becca could see exactly what was happening. How to propel events forward so that the conclusion would be a good one, though . . . ? That was trickier. And how the quickening applied to her own life was trickier still.

			When she’d arrived back at Grand’s house after seeing Mrs. Banks and her grandchildren, the first thing she’d done was to make certain that she was interpreting things correctly. She waited till she and Grand were alone on the porch, where he’d indicated he wanted to sit and enjoy the sight of his garden. By his side on the bench beneath one of the windows, she said, “Banks is a person, isn’t she? You didn’t mean banks like in the places where people put their money. You meant banks as in So-and-so Banks. She was at the Mutt Strut today with her grandkids.”

			Ralph was slightly slumped on the bench but as she spoke, his spine became straighter. He smiled lopsidedly and said, “Go banks.”

			What at once accompanied these hesitant words was a vision: papers spread out, Ralph’s hands on either side of them. Becca thought of a will. Grand was of an age when a will would be a crucial thing to have. But why this was important to him now when he was alive and kicking, she didn’t know. Unless he wanted to change that will. Or unless he knew that he wasn’t going to be alive and kicking very much longer, which was a thought she couldn’t bear addressing. But say it was a will. Shouldn’t there be a copy somewhere? In the house, maybe, locked in some kind of box that was fireproof? Except wouldn’t it be smarter to have that box somewhere else, beyond the house? She thought of the possibilities for this, but there seemed to be only two: Ralph’s workshop and his garden shed.

			She said to him, “Did Mrs. Banks make a will for you, Grand? Is that what you’ve been trying to tell us?”

			“Houch,” he said.

			She said, “Houch?”

			Ralph slapped his good hand against the building behind them. “Houch,” he said. “Banks. Houch.”

			“Oh God, of course!” she cried. “House. Mrs. Banks did something about a house. Can you tell me what?”

			“Pay,” was all he said. He sounded desperate to be understood.

			Banks, a woman, a drive through the forest, a stairway up the side of a cedar-shingled building that clearly looked like a house. Those were the clues Becca had. She knew she needed to work upon them to bring events concerning Seth’s grandfather to a conclusion that didn’t destroy his family.

			Mrs. Kinsale had told Becca that she couldn’t do anything about her visions until the time when she was fully able to block whispers without aid of the AUD box. But what Becca told herself now was that desperate times called for desperate action, and these were desperate times, especially for Grand.

			But they were also desperate times for Jenn, and Becca had known this the moment Jenn had brought up Mr. Sawyer’s visit to Jenn’s home. She’d also known what was coming before Jenn had made her request to couch surf at Mr. Darrow’s. What she hadn’t been able to tell her friend, though, was that she—Becca—could not bring more drama or even the potential for drama into Ralph Darrow’s life. She couldn’t risk it, not only because of his health and what stress could do to it but also because if Brenda Sloan found out that someone was couch surfing in her father’s house, she would have yet another reason to plant incendiary devices along the path of Grand’s recovery. Becca had intended to tell Jenn this, but her friend had walked off in anger before she could do so.

			She’d realized soon enough that there was someone else who might be able to help out, however. But because she didn’t want to get Jenn’s hopes up until she knew for sure, she had to talk to Diana Kinsale first.

			• • •

			JENN’S SITUATION, ALONG with Becca’s growing understanding of what Ralph Darrow was trying to tell her, was not the only sign that a quickening was fast approaching. The next day at school, Derric was waiting to talk to her at the end of her first class.

			Wordlessly, he dropped his arm around her shoulder and they walked in the direction of her next class. She fastened her arm around his waist, and he kissed the side of her head and said, “I showed her the letters. She didn’t want to look at them at first. But I wouldn’t budge and I wouldn’t get into it with her till she read them. It took, like, I don’t know . . . it took a while.”

			“And?”

			“She cried. I cried.” Derric’s face said he was reliving the moment and so did Becca, for she saw the vision of Rejoice sitting on the swinging bench on her family’s front porch, and she held in her lap a stack of letters that Becca recognized only too well. Then the vision was gone because Derric went on. “I took the album with me when I went. You know which one?”

			“The one your mom made that shows your adoption and coming to the island?”

			“We went through it, and she saw how it was: how I met them, Mom and Dad; how Mom kept coming to Kampala as long as it took for the adoption to go through; how everyone was at the airport when we finally got there; how I grew up. And the rest was there, too, pictures Mom took at the orphanage. Rejoice was in them, just one kid along with the rest of us. And I was . . . Becca, I was never looking at her. Never. She cried about that, too, and so did I. I told her how sorry I was. I said I hated myself for what I did, leaving her like that. But I think she could see—Rejoice could see—that I meant everything because what she said was . . .” A muscle worked in his jaw. “She said she could see it’d been way harder for me than it had been for her because she didn’t remember she had a brother while I knew all the time I had a sister.”

			“Whoa, that’s nice,” Becca said. “Bet that helps her let it go, Der. Do her parents know? Did you guys tell them?”

			“I got to tell my own parents first. I’ve been waiting for the moment, but I’ll do it.”

			She raised her eyebrows. This had always been the real issue for Derric: telling his parents. He caught her expression and said, “I’m ready. I want them to meet her. I just want things to be normal.”

			Normal was the key, Becca thought. Wanting things to be normal seemed to be the theme of everything going on around her.

			This was what she understood when she saw Diana Kinsale that afternoon. She’d phoned Prynne at Ralph’s house and she’d asked if a couple of extra hours there would be asking too much, since Prynne had been there since seven that morning. Prynne said, “Oh . . . I was hoping . . . Before Seth gets home . . .” But then she changed course with, “No problem. It’s okay.”

			She went to Diana. She found her kneeling in her front garden, planting primroses along the flagstone path to the front door. As Becca watched, she nearly tipped over as she got to her feet. Becca hurried forward to help her up.

			Diana sighed. “I hate this damn business of getting old.” She was wearing her baseball cap and an old South Whidbey High School letterman’s jacket. She had a scarf around her neck and heavy gloves on her hands, although the day didn’t call for this much protection. “Is this a practice day? Have I forgotten?”

			“Nope. I just wanted to talk to you. I can come back later if you’re too busy.”

			Oscar had been lying on the lawn, head on paws, watching Diana. He’d risen as Becca helped Diana to her feet and now he came to her.

			Someday soon came from Diana in perfect clarity as did can’t take something from a younger person.

			“What’s there to take from a younger person?” Becca asked her.

			Diana stopped walking on their route toward the mudroom door. “You weren’t supposed to hear that.”

			“Was I supposed to block you? You didn’t say.”

			“No, no,” Diana told her. “It’s fine.” Must be more careful. “The power you have is growing. Let’s do a little practice.”

			“Shouldn’t we go into the house for it? Shouldn’t we be in your room?”

			“Perhaps. But to block successfully, you must be able to do it anywhere. Why don’t you try it here and now and see what happens?”

			So Becca began the mantra: Empty of all there is, there is. Empty of all there is. She glanced at Diana to see that she looked placid. They walked steadily toward the back of the house where the view was expansive and there was plenty to distract her and to disrupt her blocking. Becca kept with the mantra and then released it slowly to see what would happen.

			Nothing. She held on to it. Again, nothing. She locked herself to the nothing. Blocking the whispers like this made her start to sweat. It made her heart pound. She began to feel like a runner near the end of a race.

			Next to her Diana stumbled. The blocking was gone and how much more was what Becca heard. When she took Diana’s elbow to keep her steady, what she saw was tubing going into an arm. This tubing ran from the arm to a large machine. A second or two, then the vision was gone. But it was enough to tell Becca what she’d known without wanting to know for at least a year.

			She said at once before she could lose her courage, “Mrs. Kinsale, are you sick? Do you have cancer or something?”

			Diana glanced at her. She smiled one of those fond relative-not-your-mom smiles. “Or something,” she said.

			“Are you . . .” Becca didn’t even want to say it.

			Diana did so. “Dying? Not yet. But I will eventually. Just like everyone.”

			“That’s not what I meant.”

			“I know that. But it’s all I’ll say for now. Let’s get the dogs, shall we? It’s time they had a romp on the beach.”

			Diana went to the run and released the four other dogs. She picked up two well-chewed balls and handed them to Becca. She said, “All dogs come,” and they did just that.

			They made slow progress across the field next to Diana’s house. A well-used path led through the lush springtime grasses, beaten down by Diana and the dogs over years so that nothing now grew upon it. The dogs knew where it led, though, and they began to gambol like lambs. They were a joyful sight, yipping and leaping on their way to the beach at Sandy Point. Here the tides met, where the waters of Saratoga Passage and the waters of Possession Sound carved to a depth of six hundred feet, allowing space and depth for orcas and gray whales to dive.

			On their way, Becca told Diana about Mrs. Banks, about Derric and Rejoice, and about her thoughts on the quickening. She didn’t bring up Jenn. She felt she couldn’t yet, although she wasn’t quite sure why. Diana was silent as she spoke. Then she released a thought, Are the visions and the whisp—

			Becca blocked it at once. She felt a swirling of delight all over her body. She said, “I stopped you, Mrs. Kinsale! Before you finished the word whisper.”

			Diana said, “Excellent. You’ve been practicing.”

			“When I can.”

			“Do you think they relate, then?”

			“The visions and the whispers? Mr. Darrow’s do.”

			“What kind of understanding are they leading you toward?”

			“Doing something. Mrs. Kinsale, I got to do something. I think Mr. Darrow wants me to. He’s telling me the best he can. And then there’s Jenn. She . . . well, she asked me . . .”

			“What?” Diana said when Becca hesitated. They were across the field now and following the lane that would take them down to the beach. The dogs were far ahead of them, snuffling the sand, all except Oscar, who maintained his pace at Diana’s side.

			“If the quickening is about propelling events to a good conclusion . . . if that’s what I’m s’posed to do . . .”

			“When everything’s mastered, that’s what you’re supposed to do,” Diana said. “You’ve been given extraordinary power, Becca. I believe you’re beginning to see that. But to be hasty in a situation when the ramification of any action you take could be serious . . . ? This is something over which you absolutely must maintain control.”

			“Control over what?”

			“Impetuosity in the face of something you don’t yet clearly understand.”

			They were silent for several minutes after that. Becca gnawed on this. She felt like a dog frustrated to get to the marrow of the bone. She and Diana descended the rest of the way to the beach, where Becca took the two balls and began to hurl them south as the dogs tore in that direction in anticipation. She tried to take in the beauty that surrounded them: far to the east the Cascade Mountains still topped with snow, closer to Whidbey the soaring cliffs at the south end of Camano Island, a bald eagle riding a current of air, the extraordinary calm of the water on this day, the cumulous clouds lazing in the sky.

			“What if someone asks for action?” she finally said. “If I know a quickening is going to happen and someone asks me to do something, then what am I supposed to do? It’s not like I can walk away.”

			Diana leaned against a cottage’s three-foot-high stone wall, an inadequate bulwark against anything more than a casual high tide. She shivered although the breeze was mild on the beach and despite the heavy jacket she was wearing. Her complete lack of energy was apparent and it was deeply uncharacteristic of her. Once again Becca thought of normal. Normal was not who Diana had been for months.

			Diana said, “That’s a different issue, isn’t it? If someone asks for action, what is the visionary supposed to do? Has someone asked for an action?”

			“Like I said, Mr. Darrow.”

			“But not exactly. Is that right?”

			“He can’t ask directly. He can’t say all the words. But I’ve seen his memories in visions and they seem to relate to what he can say.”

			“And his whispers?”

			Becca knew this was the tricky part. She bought time by wresting the balls away from the dogs and hurling them again. The animals shot after them, splashing into the water and out again.

			“His whispers are broken up,” she admitted. “They’re like his words. It’s the whole language thing. But he seems so desperate.”

			“For you to do something?”

			“For me to understand something.”

			“Then doesn’t that tell you where to begin?”

			“With understanding?” And when Diana nodded, Becca said, “Can I act once I understand?”

			“You can act at any time,” Diana said. “But understanding why you’re acting and how you must act need to be in place if a quickening is to occur.”

			The visionary cannot be afraid, my dear. Diana had released another thought and Becca had allowed it because of the word visionary.

			“Afraid of what?” she asked.

			“Did you try to block that?”

			“No.”

			“Why?”

			“It seemed related to what I said.”

			“Are you afraid, then? I ask this because you’re being hesitant with me about something, and that’s going to make our work more difficult. Hesitation is like indirection, and indirection is a half-measure, Becca. I believe you’ve been gifted in the way you’ve been gifted because you’re intended to take full measures.”

			“I came here because I wanted to ask you if Jenn could stay with you.” Becca told her the story, including in it the details of her conversation with Jenn and concluding with, “She needs a place to stay because her mom’s freaked out that Jenn works for lesbians, so she says Jenn has to be baptized into her church. Jenn says she needs a place to stay just to get away from her for a while and she asked me if she could come to Mr. Darrow’s. But see . . .”

			“Yes,” Diana said.

			“What?”

			“Of course she can stay with me, but only if she understands that she and her mother must try to reach some accord on all this. I would want her to work on that while she was with me. Do you think she’d be willing?”

			“I can ask her.”

			“Do that. But there’s something else, another solution to Jenn’s situation that you’ve not looked at in your haste to”—and here Diana smiled—“‘propel events to a safe, desired, and happy conclusion.’”

			“What? I don’t think I overlooked—”

			“Listen, dear. Because of how Jenn reacted when you spoke to her, and because of how you reacted to her reaction, you turned away from the true direction, which you already gave her—quite admirably, I must tell you—during your conversation. Can you see what it is?”

			Becca thought about this. She saw the truth in Mrs. Kinsale’s point about her own reaction to Jenn’s reaction. Jenn had reacted to Becca’s hesitation about her request, and in very short order, Jenn had rejected her. It was the rejection that Becca was reacting to and she was choosing an action based on that.

			She sighed. “This is very tough, Mrs. Kinsale.”

			“Believe me, no one can make this journey easy.”

			“You mean the quickening thing?”

			“I mean life. No one can make anyone’s life easier, at least not in the way that you’d like to do it. But you did give Jenn very good advice. Can you think what it is?”

			There was only one topic that Becca could come up with that might have fit the idea of having given advice. She said, “I told her to talk to someone in the club, the Gay Straight Alliance.”


			“There you have it. And although Jenn is upset with you now, you’ve made that the only option she has. Painful as it is for both of you at the moment, you propelled her. Congratulations, my dear. You’ve taken a necessary step. A little ahead of schedule, it’s true. But you’ve taken it all the same.”
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			Jenn was in her English class, trying to appear fascinated with a presentation on the burning topic of various ways to create an introductory paragraph for an essay on Lady Macbeth, Macbeth, Macduff, Banquo, or the witches—your choice—when she was called to the office. She shoved her notebook and her text of the play into her backpack in the hope that she wouldn’t have to return to finish the period, and out she went. The call slip was from Mr. Vansandt. Getting sent for by the principal never meant anything good.

			She had to cool her heels for five minutes outside his office. She could hear him talking, and because no one was replying, she figured he was on the phone. When the door opened, it was Mr. Vansandt who did the opening. He beckoned Jenn inside his sanctum, told her to sit, and left the room. His office smelled of lilacs, the scent coming from one of those bottles with oil inside and incense-looking sticks popping out of it. This sat next to a picture on the principal’s desk. It was turned away from Jenn, but when she sneaked a peek at it, she saw it was of the principal and some kid in a U-Dub football jersey, presumably his son.

			“Here we are then,” Mr. Vansandt said as he re-entered the room. One of the two school counselors teetered in front of him. This was Tatiana Primavera, the A–L counselor. She’d long been known for her crippling footwear in the land of sandals-and-socks or hiking boots. She favored necklines that featured five inches of cleavage and made it a challenge to direct your eyes somewhere else.

			Because Jenn was an M-for-McDaniels, she and the counselor knew each other only by sight. Jenn didn’t understand what she was doing there. She also didn’t understand why—if a counselor was needed—her own counselor wasn’t entering the room along with the principal.

			Mr. Vansandt must have seen confusion on Jenn’s face because he said, “You’re not in trouble, Jenn. You know Ms. Primavera, don’t you?”

			Jenn knotted her eyebrows although she said, “Yeah. Sure.” She waited to hear why she’d been sent for.

			Mr. Vansandt said, “Why don’t we sit over here?” and indicated a round table in the corner of the office. “This isn’t an inquisition,” he added with a smile. “It’ll be more comfortable.”

			Jenn didn’t see how, since the chairs were identical to the chair she was sitting in, facing his desk. But she went along and crossed over to the table. She dumped her backpack next to a chair, plopped down, and waited. The other two sat at two angles from her. They all formed a triangle whose sides crossed the surface of the table.

			“You’re just finishing tenth grade,” Mr. Vansandt began. And when Jenn nodded, he said, “Been a good experience so far? South Whidbey High School and all the rest?”

			Jenn nodded again. Maybe this was part of his job, she thought, checking into the experience of each kid on campus, talking to three or four every day to make sure everything was okay. Could be this was an answer to the bullying that sometimes went on in schools. Mr. Vansandt would want to stay on top of that, nipping it in the bud wherever there was the potential for conflicts to bloom among students.

			He leaned forward and clasped his hands together. Ms. Primavera cocked her head of black curls and smiled in a way that looked like sympathy. Jenn felt a little churning in her stomach.

			“Let me ask you this, Jennifer,” Mr. Vansandt said. He was using a tone of voice that Jenn could only call delicate. “Has anything happened to you against your will while you’ve been at South Whidbey?”

			Jenn wanted to say that every test she’d taken was taken mostly against her will, but she decided that wasn’t what he meant. “Bullying, you mean?”

			“Not exactly.” Mr. Vansandt looked a little uncomfortable. Ms. Primavera looked placid, like a sleepy cat. She cleared her throat, but she didn’t speak. There was nothing for it but Mr. Vansandt to go on. “You’re a player on the soccer team. Isn’t that right? Varsity soccer even as a freshman?”

			“Yeah.”

			“I understand that you’re training pretty heavily for the All Island Girls’ Soccer team as well.”

			“It’s the best way to get noticed by college coaches,” Jenn said. “I mean, being on the team, not just training for it.”

			“And this is something important for you?”

			“I need a scholarship if I’m gonna go to college.”

			“Have a college picked out? U-Dub? Western? One of the private schools?”

			“I’ll end up going wherever I c’n get a scholarship.”

			“Grades looking good?”

			“Well . . . yeah . . . guess so.”

			“Three point one,” Mr. Vansandt said. “You’ll need to bring them up in the next two years.”

			“Sure. I want to.”

			This was so bizarre, Jenn thought. It felt more like making stabs at conversation, like something that would happen on a blind date . . . if she ever agreed to go on a blind date, which she never would.

			Then Mr. Vansandt clarified things a bit. He said, “You’ve been training with Cynthia Richardson and Lexie Olanov, I understand. How’s that working out?”

			“Good. Cynthia’s a great player. Our positions are different, but she’s been helping me with my moves.”

			“What about Lexie? She’s not a soccer player, from what I’ve learned.”

			From what I’ve learned rang a few alarm bells in Jenn’s head. Why was Mr. Vansandt checking into Lexie at all? And what did it matter who Jenn trained with? “Track and field,” Jenn said. “She’s been helping me build speed. She weight trains with us, too. She spots, mostly.”

			“Sounds like you’re fond of her.”

			A few more alarm balls went off. “I like her, sure.”

			“Cynthia, too?”

			Jenn looked from him to Ms. Primavera. The counselor’s face was unchanged, and her head was still cocked. Jenn thought she’d end up giving herself a stiff neck, and she wanted to reach across the table and right the counselor’s head before that happened.

			She said, “Yeah. Cynthia’s great.”

			“Good of her—and Lexie, of course—to help you out, then,” Mr. Vansandt said.

			Jenn said nothing. She nodded, though. Then she waited. Somewhere along the line, the principal was going to have to get to the point, if there was a point. Her armpits were getting a little sticky as she waited for it.

			Mr. Vansandt steepled his fingers. He, too, cocked his head. There was a lot of head-cocking going on. Jenn wondered it this was an adult thing, an unconscious movement that indicated something . . . only she didn’t know what that something was.

			Mr. Vansandt finally made things clear when he said, “I’ve had a phone call from your mom, Jenn. She has some concerns about your relationship with Cynthia and Lexie. Particularly with Lexie.”

			Jenn felt her face turning into stone. She didn’t reply.

			“Frankly your mother feels that you’re being coerced into a lesbian relationship,” Mr. Vansandt went on. The skin just above his shirt collar flushed. The red climbed his neck but went no farther. “She believes that you might have been talked into a sexual relationship in exchange for a job at G & G’s, over in Freeland. We know Lexie Olanov works there, so it seems that if you have been coerced in some way, Lexie might have been the person who’s done the coercing.”

			“No way!” Jenn cried.

			“‘No way’ what?” Mr. Vansandt asked. “No way that you were coerced? No way that you’re having a sexual relationship with Lexie? Which is it?”

			“No way to everything!” Jenn declared. “I can’t even believe my mom . . . I’m working there because I need the money. I got to have money to be on the All Girls’ team. There’s hardly any jobs for kids on the island and this job fell right into my lap. No way in hell was I not going to take it when they offered it to me.”

			“Lexie’s your transportation to get there on time, isn’t she?”

			“So what? Look, my mom’s all . . . all . . . She’s all about the Bible and being baptized and going to church. Anything that looks to her like the path to hell freaks her out. When she came to the restaurant, she saw some lesbians and went ballistic. Then she invited her minister to pray over me or whatever and I can’t believe she called you! Cynthia and Lexie aren’t interested in me—like, sexually—and I’m not interested in them except as friends and athletes. I’m a normal human being—”

			“Let’s not start referring to some people as normal and some as abnormal, please.” It was, finally, Ms. Primavera speaking. She added, “If you’d like to come to the Gay Straight Alliance, you’ll see for yourself that everyone in the club is just like you.”

			“I’m not gay!” Jenn shouted.

			“I didn’t say you were,” Ms. Primavera replied, in a friendly fashion. “I meant just like you as in just a normal human being, Jenn, going through what every high school student goes through. The same kinds of experiences, the same kinds of problems.”

			Jenn seriously doubted that. She would have been willing to bet her position on next year’s varsity soccer team that no one in the club had a mom like hers.

			“That’s the purpose of the club,” Ms. Primavera said. “Mr. Vansandt wanted me to be here to invite you to attend a meeting. Cynthia’s president, by the way. Lexie Olanov is a member.”

			“Whatever,” Jenn said, but she crossed her arms over her chest. Her gesture said this conversation was over. She and her mom had some talking to do . . . if Jenn ever went home again, which she didn’t intend to after this scene.

			Mr. Vansandt said, “Well, your story matches Lexie’s, Jenn. It matches Cynthia’s as well. I’ve spoken to them both.”

			Jenn reeled at this one, smacked in the face by a perfect wave of humiliation. That her two friends would be called into the principal because of whatever insane thing her own mom had claimed on the phone . . . ? It was almost more than she could bear.

			• • •

			AT LUNCH, SHE marched right by the table of her regular lunch crowd over to Cynthia and Lexie. They were sharing a turkey wrap. A container of chopped fruit accompanied this. Both of them had a carton of nonfat milk.

			Jenn didn’t wait for them to say hi or to ask her to sit. She pulled a chair out and plopped herself down. She said to them, “I’m seriously sorry. My mom’s insane. I don’t know what else to say.”

			Cynthia said, “Ah. You got talked to by Mr. Vansandt.”

			“He didn’t tell me he’d talked to you guys till the end,” Jenn said. “He was all ‘Has anyone messed with you?’ and stuff like that. He told me my mom’d called him.”

			“G & G’s?” Lexie speared up some pineapple.

			“Those two ladies having dinner for their anniversary?” Jenn said. “To her it was like they’d invited Satan to have dessert with them.”

			Lexie laughed. So did Cynthia. Jenn couldn’t believe they both weren’t steaming.

			“This has nothing to do with you guys anyway,” Jenn said. “It’s all my mom and her minister and saving my soul. They got a baptism lined up for me. I bet they’ll show up here any day now, kidnap me, and drag me off. I got to get away from her.”

			“A cooling-off period,” Lexie noted. “That’s what you need. I had to take one of those. I still do, sometimes, when my mom starts talking about an updo, heels, makeup, and a date to the prom.”

			“I asked my best friend if I could use her couch,” Jenn said. “Just for a couple of nights, but she said no way.”

			“That’s a little harsh,” Lexie noted.

			“Not much like a friend, you ask me,” Jenn agreed.

			“Come to my house,” Cynthia said. “A few days? No problem. My mom’ll be fine with that, and we c’n just trade rooms with my brother while you’re there.”

			“Oh gosh, you mean it?” It was like an answer to a prayer she hadn’t yet made, Jenn thought.

			“Like I said, no problem. You have to be okay with bunk beds, though. That’s what’s in Brian’s room. And . . . well . . . he’s a little odd. Asperger’s.” She smiled. “You wouldn’t believe the stuff he says sometimes.”


			“It can’t be any more odd than what my mom says,” Jenn declared, “especially when she’s speaking in tongues.”
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			At lunch, Derric was the one to say, “What’s with Jenn?” when she walked by them without a word and joined Cynthia Richardson and Lexie Olanov at their regular table across the room.

			Squat was the one who responded darkly, “Don’t even ask, man,” before going back to his burrito.

			Becca got to her feet with a quiet “Be right back.” She crossed over to Jenn and asked if she could talk to her. Jenn looked up like someone who hasn’t the first clue about the identity of the person standing before her. Her response was, “I don’t think so,” before she turned back to Cynthia and Lexie.

			Cynthia, though, said, “Jenn,” in that way that suggested someone was being unreasonable.

			Jenn sighed and swung around to Becca. “Whatever,” she said. “What d’you want?”

			“It’s sort of private?” Becca inclined her head in the direction of the Old Commons stairway that led to classrooms above. “Could we . . . Maybe over there . . . ?”

			An eye roll greeted this along with another “Whatever.” After that, though, she followed Becca, past their regular table where Derric and Hayley Cartwright said hi and Squat just threw an indifferent look their way before diving back to burrito-land.

			At the stairway, Becca didn’t waste time, since she could tell how little Jenn even wanted to be with her. She eased the earbud from her ear, though, and she told Jenn she’d found her a place to stay.

			“I didn’t want to say before,” Becca said. “I wanted to check things out first.”

			The response was a string of swear words that came distinctly from Jenn’s whispers and this was followed by just like everyone else when it comes to this which made Becca want to say how unfair that accusation was. When nothing came from Jenn as far as spoken words went, Becca stumbled on. “See, I couldn’t take you to Mr. Darrow’s house because his family is in this huge fight over where he’s going to live from now on. Seth and his dad and his aunt and attorneys . . . ? There’s all sorts of bad feelings, and with Mr. Darrow’s blood pressure needing to stay normal—”

			“Like I’m going to raise his blood pressure, Becca,” Jenn cut in acidly.

			Becca ignored this. “So I talked to Mrs. Kinsale because I knew she has a guest room in her house. I stayed there once, and it’s real nice. She’s real nice.” Becca smiled at Jenn encouragingly. “You just got to like dogs because she has five. Anyway, she says you c’n stay there long as you want. Her house is on Clyde, right above Saratoga Passage and your room would—”

			“I have a place to stay,” Jenn snapped. “No thanks to you.”

			“I know you’re mad at me,” Becca said, nearly flinching from more whispered swear words. “But I didn’t want to get your hopes up before I talked to Mrs. Kinsale. And Mr. Darrow . . . Jenn, I couldn’t bring any more craziness into his life.”

			“Oh thanks, Becca. So now I’m crazy.”

			“I didn’t mean that. I meant your mom and how ticked off she’d get if you weren’t at home. See, if she turned up at Mr. Darrow’s on top of Seth’s aunt who keeps turning up and on top of everything else like the court and now Seth’s dad is trying to get guardianship of Mr. Darrow away from Seth’s aunt and—”

			“So? No matter where I stay, my mom will probably turn up when she finds out where I am. Mrs. Kinsale’s going to be happy about that? What is she, anyway, about two millions years old? Why would I want to stay with some decrepit old lady?”

			Probably smells was totally unfair of Jenn, but Becca didn’t engage her on that. She said, “Don’t talk about her like that. She’s old but she’s totally nice and she says that as long as you at least try to reconcile with your mom—”

			“What?” Jenn shrieked. “Oh right, Becca! That’s a real help. And I told you. I have a place to stay, okay? Just forget about me.”

			Becca watched her walk off. She followed her. She saw her surge past their regular table, push through two freshman girls, and rejoin Cynthia and Lexie. For her own part, Becca went back to her friends. Derric read her face and said, “She kick your butt?”

			Squat said, “Anyone who tries to talk to her gets their eyeballs singed.”

			Hayley said, “She’s in a bad mood?”

			“Who the hell cares?” Squat commented.

			I do, Becca thought.

			• • •

			WHEN BECCA CONSIDERED Jenn’s reaction, she couldn’t come up with a way to have done it better. So she had to set aside her concerns about her—at least for the moment—so that she could go at the problem of finding the Mrs. Banks she needed to talk to. She used the South Whidbey phone book as a place to start. If she could find the right Mrs. Banks, she was in business. She wanted to do her talking in person, though. Otherwise her only option would be to call and say to whoever answered: “Do you know Ralph Darrow by any chance and can you tell me why he keeps saying your name?”

			When Becca opened the island phone book, she saw an immediate problem. Ninety-five percent of the names listed had only the phone number and the town lived in accompanying them. There was no address. This caused her spirits to plummet when she gave a glance to the very first page. Then she noted that directly under some of the names, a business name was printed in all caps and in red. She concluded that these businesses were related to the name above them: with one of the three Andersons listed connected to Anderson’s Counseling Services in Langley and with one of the seven Arnolds listed associated with Arnold’s Septic Services in Freeland.

			With high hopes, then, she turned to the Bs. There it was: Banks, Betty, followed by Clinton and a phone number. Beneath this, BANKS, BETTY ATTY was printed in all caps and in red. There was still no address, but there was a phone number, and this number had to be of Betty Banks’s office. Becca knew that she could call in the morning and ask for the office’s address. But first she had to talk to Grand.

			She went to his room, where Celia was helping him into bed for the night. She was chatting away in her Celia fashion, telling him a tale about her Balinese cat and the mischief he caused on a regular basis. “If I don’t play with him every morning for at least an hour, he’s just the dickens, Mr. Darrow,” she was saying. She glanced over at Becca and said, “Look who’s come to say good night to you. Hey, d’you want the Galapagos book to look at before you go to sleep?”

			He shook his head and waved her off. It was Becca he wanted to see, he seemed to be saying. Celia got the message and left them. Becca quickly approached the old man’s bed.

			She said, “Is Betty Banks your attorney, Grand?” And when his beatific smile, although lopsided, told Becca that she was correct, she went on directly with, “Have you been trying to tell me that I need to talk to her?”

			Ralph nodded vigorously. “Houch,” he said.

			Since it was the business number she needed to call, Becca knew she couldn’t do it until the following day during office hours. So when the time arrived, she borrowed Derric’s smart phone and called after her first class. She learned that the attorney’s office was on Cedar Lane, off Humphrey Road. Becca’s heart did a little dance at the name of the street: Cedar Lane. She knew this could be the unpaved road lined with cedars that she’d seen in the vision she’d picked up from Ralph.

			She asked Derric where Humphrey Road was. When he told her it was just before you reached the ferry to go over town, she knew she had her work cut out for her. She wanted to ask him to drive her there, but since she didn’t exactly know what her purpose was in going and since she didn’t have the first idea of what might happen when she got there, she understood she had to find the office alone. This meant asking Prynne to stay late at Grand’s, which she hated to do. Something had gone wrong in her relationship with Seth again, but what Prynne seemed to be worried about was where her next hit was going to come from. At least that was what her whispers were saying.

			Derric saved her on this score. When she told him she had to go to Clinton, he offered to drive her. She merely switched his offer to an offer to stay with Ralph instead so that Prynne wouldn’t have to. No problem, was how he responded.

			• • •

			BECCA DID IT by bus and by bike, and she thought at first that she was in luck because the island bus had a stop right at Humphrey Road. But there her luck abruptly ended. The road rolled before her in a series of climbs and drops as it paralleled Possession Sound. She had a feeling that the ride was going to be a long one, and this proved to be exactly the case. For safety’s sake, she removed the earbud and switched off the AUD box, as she usually did when riding her bike.

			She was in excellent condition after nearly two years of biking on Whidbey Island where, as far as she knew, there existed only three or four level streets. The rest of the place was steep ascents, steep descents, curves, and deer jumping in front of you. When she finally reached Cedar Lane—which felt like ten miles of hard riding but was probably only three or four—she saw that she would have to walk the rest of the way. For the unpaved road made a climb that only someone from the Tour de France could have conquered.

			Her spirits were high as she began the ascent. She knew this place because she’d seen it. Grand had been here, it remained in his memory, and it had transferred to her through his vision.

			At the incline’s third turn, she found the address she was looking for. It offered more of a climb on a car’s-width gravel track, but at its top was a welcome sight. Here was the cedar house Becca had seen and there was the stairway that ascended on the side to the second floor of a building that appeared to be a garage.

			At the top of the stairs, she knocked on the same screen door she’d seen in the vision. Someone called out, “No need to knock,” and in she went. But the woman who sat behind the desk she encountered within the office was not the grandmother whose grandkids had shown her dog at the Mutt Strut.

			As Becca was about to back out the door with apologies, someone called out, “Shelley, can you make an appointment with Judge Welsh up in Oak Harbor?” and Becca realized that this woman—Shelley—was a secretary. So when she asked if she could help Becca in some way, Becca told her she was hoping to see Mrs. Banks for a minute. Before this request could be replied to, she added, “Ralph Darrow asked me to come.”


			Shelley hesitated. One of his grandkids drifted easily from her, and to this Becca gave her a winsome smile and said nothing else. Rising from her desk, the secretary asked her to wait and disappeared behind a door that was across the reception area. Less than a minute brought her back to Becca. “Go on in” gave her access to Betty Banks.
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			The very same dog from the Mutt Strut was there. Uncostumed, he was lying on a rug to one side of the desk. He looked up, seemed to find no issue with Becca, and settled his head on his paws.

			Betty Banks folded her hands on her desk and nodded at a chair that stood in front of it. She said, “Shelley tells me you’re here for Ralph Darrow?”

			Becca said that she was. She also said that it was awkward but Ralph Darrow had been saying the name Banks for weeks and none of them—the family, the caregivers, and Becca herself—knew what he meant. “Then we saw you at the Mutt Strut,” Becca told her. “Me and my boyfriend? We were there. We saw your grandkids and the dog. Then we saw you, and I realized banks might be a person instead of what we thought, which was, well, banks as in going to the bank.” It sounded lame. Becca wished she could have come up with a way to decorate the facts so they’d be more appealing.

			“Are you a member of the Darrow family?” Mrs. Banks asked after more than irregular and pretty little thing greeted Becca’s opening gambit.

			Becca shook her head. She explained that she lived with Ralph Darrow and was one of the people who helped take care of him.

			At this, Mrs. Banks drew her eyebrows together. Take care of him? “Has something happened to Mr. Darrow?”

			“He had a stroke,” Becca told her. She went on to explain the rest. She didn’t add anything about the dispute between Rich Darrow and his sister regarding their dad’s living situation. But she did tell her about Jake and Celia and about the progress Grand had made in his recovery. She ended with, “So I know he wanted me to come to see you, only I don’t know why. I was hoping you could tell me because it seems really important to him.”

			Betty Banks looked thoughtful. She took thirty seconds before she replied. Becca picked up a vision of Ralph Darrow sitting exactly where she herself was and looking so much like the Grand of old that she felt heartsore when she compared the sight of him then to how he was now. Still, she was hopeful about this, more hopeful when a whisper of he would want accompanied it. But that hopefulness didn’t last.

			“I can tell you that Mr. Darrow is a client of mine,” Betty Banks said. “I can tell you that I did some work for him. But I’m afraid I can’t talk about anything else. It’s called attorney-client privilege, you see. I can only speak about it if Mr. Darrow gives you written permission.”

			• • •

			WHEN SHE GOT home, Becca found that Derric hadn’t been needed after all. For Celia Black’s car was in the upper parking area. So was Jake’s. So she coasted down the new driveway and entered the house. Jake was doing dishes in the kitchen, and Celia was working with Grand on word exercises.

			Becca couldn’t bear to tell Grand that her mission to see Mrs. Banks had been a flop, so she was glad he was occupied. She went to him and kissed his cheek as Celia said, “Now this is going to be a toughie, Mr. Darrow. You listen up. Bet you can’t get it. Bet you five bucks. Gorilla, chimpanzee, baboon, howler monkey, orangutan.” And to Becca, “We’re onto word topics now. I say the words and he’s gotta get the topic they fall under.” And to Grand, “What d’you say, good looking?”

			He said quite clearly, “Ape.”

			Celia hooted. “Smarty pants! Okay. I owe you five. But no way’re you gonna get this next one. Here goes: Manx, Mexican hairless, Maine coon, Siberian white.”

			Becca thought cats but Ralph Darrow said, “Fee-luh.”

			“Nope.” Celia shook her head and grinned. “I get my five back. It’s felines.”

			Ralph slapped his hand on the table. “Fee-luh!” he said. “Fee-luh!”

			“Ooops. That’s what you meant? Okay. I’ll give it to you. Get ready for the next: coal, iron—”

			“Hey, Becca.” Jake was just coming down the stairs. “I talk to you for a sec?”

			Becca said sure as Celia and Grand went on with their topic exercise. Jake turned on the stairs and climbed back up. Becca followed him as he went into the room that used to be Ralph’s but now was hers.

			“What’s up?” she asked him.

			“I found this in the shop,” he said. “I was looking for a washer to stop a leak in Mr. Darrow’s shower, and I thought he might be keeping stuff like that in this.”

			This was a tobacco tin, decades old by the look of it. It was about the size of a baking soda box, and it was pitted by rust. Jake picked it up from the center of Becca’s bed and handed it over to her. “Take a look,” he said.

			She opened it. Inside were three grayish lumps of what looked like stone streaked with a coppery color. With these she saw a square of tin foil, a Bic lighter, and another piece of tin foil rolled into a tube the approximate length of a cigarette. She didn’t have the first clue what she was looking at, and that’s what she told Jake.

			His response was to tell her to unfold the square of tin foil, which she did. She saw that it was crisscrossed with lines, and for a dumb moment she wondered if this was a message she was supposed to decipher. She said, “Okay, but I still don’t get it.” To which Jake replied, “It’s heroin.”

			Omigod was what she wanted to say and she also wanted to drop the tin onto the bed, as if it were contagious. But instead she felt a moment of confusion and said, “But isn’t . . . I thought heroin was white. And powdery. Isn’t it a powder?”

			Jake said, “This is black tar heroin.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“Oh yeah. The foil and the lighter? That’s how you use it.”

			“But there’s no spoon and needle and . . . I don’t get how . . . ?”

			“You put some in the larger piece of foil, you use the lighter to heat it from beneath. That makes smoke and you use the tube to inhale the smoke. Bingo, you’re high.”

			Becca frowned. She admitted she didn’t even know this stuff existed. Jake said it was the most common kind of heroin in the state. It was, he told her, practically everywhere.

			When she heard this, Becca said, “You can’t be thinking that Grand . . .”

			“Not Mr. Darrow,” Jake said. The gravity of his voice and his expression was enough to tell her the rest. Still, he said, “You and I know it’s not Mr. Darrow. Seth’s got to be told but I sure as hell don’t want to be the person to tell him.”

			• • •

			IT WAS ONE more terrible thing to face. Becca was getting tired of terrible things. It was only later when she was getting ready for bed and reaching up to remove the earbud of the AUD box that she realized she’d never replaced the earbud once she’d taken it off earlier in the day. It was still in her backpack along with the AUD box, where she’d placed it when she’d begun her ride to Betty Banks’s office.


			Yet she’d heard nothing of anyone’s whispers once she’d arrived back home. She’d managed to block them without knowing she was blocking them. She’d made another step in gaining power over the strange talent that fate had given her.


		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			


			35

			Prynne had done what she could to make things right after the debacle at the music agent’s office. She’d called Steamer Constant the next day, explaining that she had been ill but that none of them had wanted to cancel their appointment because they were so excited that a music agent wanted to hear them play. As a result of this call, Steamer Constant agreed to let them try again. But, she told Prynne, Freda Windsarm was now in Los Angeles working on a deal for a recording contract and from there she was going to festivals in South Carolina and Georgia, followed by a stay in New York. She would return in eight weeks. Triple Threat could come into the city and play for her then.

			“So we have eight weeks to get ready,” Prynne told Seth. “And . . . I didn’t want to tell you this before, but I’ve been working on a new piece. I can’t play it for you yet because it’s not quite ready, but in maybe another week . . . ? I think you’ll like it.”

			Seth forgave her. She’d made a mistake in taking too much of the marijuana oil, but she’d only done it to settle her nerves and who could blame her? There had been a lot on the line: potential representation by a real music agent, possibly a recording contract, a chance to cut a CD in an actual studio. They’d all been nervous that day, and Prynne had only tried to do something to make herself less so.

			Things went back to normal, or at least as normal as they could get, considering the risk of Aunt Brenda’s forcing her will on everyone. So far Grand’s attorney had managed to throw up a few roadblocks to stall Aunt Brenda, but he wasn’t going to be able to do that forever. It would come down to a battle in court unless another path was found or forged that would make it impossible for her to intrude on her father’s life. So when Becca came to him and told him about what the word banks had actually meant and about what Betty Banks had told her about attorney-client privilege, his first conclusion was that Grand thought this Betty Banks would be a better lawyer to handle things in the conflict with Brenda. He checked this out with Grand, saying to him, “D’you want me to talk to this Betty Banks, Grand? D’you want me to get her to help us?”

			Grand’s nod was accompanied by, “Houch.”

			Seth took off work an hour early, and he stopped at Grand’s, where Becca was waiting for him fresh from her school day. Celia hadn’t yet arrived to take Jake’s place, so Prynne told them all that she would wait at the house for Celia’s arrival. Jake could go, Becca and Seth could go, Prynne would happily hold the fort. Seth was cool with this, but Jake intervened with a casual, “I’ve got no problem hanging till Celia gets here,” and he and Becca exchanged a look that could have meant something, but Seth didn’t know what. He was just happy that Prynne was free to go with them down to Clinton. Only, Prynne said she’d go home instead. She had her scooter with her, after all, and she could help Amy with the dinner.

			Off they went. Jake remained on the porch until Prynne’s Vespa coughed, started, and could be heard puttering up the hill on the new driveway. Meantime, Seth and Becca climbed to the upper parking lot, where Gus was snuffling in the bushes on the trail of a rabbit.

			Becca explained that she’d called in advance to make an appointment with Betty Banks. She’d told her secretary that she would be bringing a member of the Darrow family with her. She said to Seth that they were on rocky ground because of the problems attached to attorney-client privilege, but since Grand had indicated that he wanted Seth to see the attorney, it couldn’t hurt to talk to her and reveal what was going on with Aunt Brenda. They had nothing to lose and everything to gain.

			Seth agreed with this. So off they went. Becca was pretty silent on the route there, and Seth could tell something was on her mind. He said to her, “Everything okay? Nothing going on with Derric, is there?”

			She replied with a brief chuckle and, “Something’s always going on with Derric.”

			“Uh-oh. Some new babe trying to get his attention?”

			“Sort of. But it’s nothing bad.”

			She settled more determinedly into her seat as they drove. Seth had the feeling she wasn’t telling him what was really going on.

			It was about twenty minutes from Grand’s house to the attorney’s office. When they arrived and jounced up the unpaved driveway, Gus made his usual time-for-play noises. Out of the car, the Lab began galumphing around the wooded property. Seth called out, “You stay close, dog,” and Gus looked up as if he actually meant to obey.

			Shelley admitted them to Mrs. Banks’s office. That was a good sign, Seth figured, but the good sign faded when he saw the expression on the lawyer’s face. Before either he or Becca could say a word, Mrs. Banks said, “I’m sorry you came all this way. The situation is, I’m afraid, what it was before. Unless Mr. Darrow can put it writing that—”

			“We know,” Becca interrupted. “But I was thinking . . . See, Rich Darrow hired a lawyer for Grand to change the guardianship situation. And Seth here thinks what Grand maybe wants is for Seth’s dad to hire you instead.”

			“Are you Seth?” Mrs. Banks asked, not unreasonably. “You’re Mr. Darrow’s grandson?” And when Seth nodded, the lawyer went on to say surprisingly, “What a pleasure to meet you! Your grandfather obviously thinks the world of you. I hope he’s explained everything about the property: how the taxes will be paid, what kind of fund he’s going to set up for maintenance . . . ?”

			All Seth could say to this was “Huh?” He had no clue what she was talking about.

			Mrs. Banks looked concerned, and maybe a little confused herself. She said, “You signed the paperwork, didn’t you? You must have, because when he brought it back, it was notarized. I offered your grandfather Shelley’s services—she’s a notary—but he said he wanted to go over everything with you first and when he returned the paperwork to me, it was done officially, so you had to have signed.”

			Seth felt like the idiot of the century. “Paperwork? I dunno. I don’t even remember . . .”

			Mrs. Banks got up. She went to a file cabinet, pulled open a drawer. She began to riffle through the files within it, and she finally brought out the one she was apparently seeking. This, she brought back to her desk. Removing the paperwork within, she flipped through its pages to the very last one and showed this to Seth, saying, “This is only a copy, but you can see . . .”

			He was looking at his own signature, no doubt about it. There was Grand’s signature as well. And there was a stamp with someone’s name scrawled beneath and the State of Washington in some sort of seal, too. He’d definitely signed this thing, but he couldn’t remember having done so, and he didn’t have the first clue what he was looking at anyway.

			“Is this your signature?” Mrs. Banks was asking him.

			He nodded, said, “Sure is, but I don’t remember . . .” Then he spied the date. It was right in the middle of his agonizing break-up with Hayley Cartwright that he’d signed this paperwork. He hadn’t known up from down in those days. It was no surprise to him that he hadn’t remembered having gone some place to sign some papers with his granddad. He said, “Oh. This was when I broke up with my girlfriend. What is it? Grand’s will?”

			“It’s a property conveyance.” Mrs. Banks pointed to the date that Seth had already taken note of and added, “On this date your grandfather signed all his property over to you. You didn’t read this before you signed it?”

			Seth just stared, first at the paperwork, then at her, then at the paperwork. Next to him, he heard Becca murmur, “Omigod.”

			He said, “I got learning problems,” to Mrs. Banks. “I mean, reading is . . . and legal language . . . and whatever . . . ? Uh, no. I didn’t read it. And Grand didn’t tell me what it was. Why, though? Why didn’t he tell me?”

			“Perhaps he didn’t want you to know yet.”

			“I don’t get what it means, to tell you the truth.”

			Mrs. Banks smiled. She looked, Seth thought, like someone who knew what it meant when a person has troubles learning. She said, “It means your grandfather’s property is yours, to do with as you wish. He assumed that you and he were of one mind and that what you would wish to do is what he wished to do: to keep it as it is. The house, the gardens, and the forest.”

			“But what if someone wants to sell it? Like, another relative. In order to . . . I don’t know . . . to get the money?”

			Mrs. Banks shrugged. “Unless that person is you, that can’t happen.”

			Seth turned to Becca. Her eyes were like teacup saucers in her face. She said, “Grand was so smart, Seth. He must’ve known what would happen if he got sick.”

			“Damn.” Seth shook his head in wonder. Grand had always been a step ahead of everyone.

			• • •

			WHEN HE AND Becca got back to Grand’s, they found him playing Monopoly with Celia. Grand appeared to be cleaning Celia’s clock. Seth grinned when he saw this, not only because his grandfather was winning but also because of the fine motor skills involved in playing at all. “Now that’s looking grim,” he told Celia.

			“Oh, he just better wait” was her reply. “I got more tricks up my sleeve ’n he’s got hairs on his head.”

			Grand, Seth saw, seemed delighted that he was beating the pants off his home health care aide. Seth said to him, “So we talked to Mrs. Banks, Grand.”

			Ralph looked at him with that old sparkle in his eyes. “Gud,” he said.

			Seth replied with, “Thanks, Grand. Like . . . I don’t even know what to say except you got no worries, okay? About anything.”

			Ralph said, “Fahv-it may granchill.”

			“Only male grandchild,” Seth reminded him. He bent, kissed his grandfather on the forehead, and felt the old man’s grip on the back of his head. Then he left the two of them to their Monopoly battle.

			From all of this, Becca had hung back. As Seth turned to leave, he saw her standing on the stairs. She had an expression on her face that wasn’t about celebrating Seth’s change in circumstances, and at first Seth thought she was figuring she’d have to leave now, since he could move into Grand’s house with Prynne and there was only one bedroom which they could use to effect this.

			She said, unsurprisingly, “C’n I talk to you?”

			He said, “Sure. But hey, no worries, Beck. We’ll work out where—”

			“It’s not that,” she replied as if she’d read his thoughts about moving into the house with Prynne. “C’n you come upstairs?”

			“Sure.”

			She led him to her bedroom where she closed the door. From the chest of drawers, she brought out an old tobacco tin. She handed it to him. She said, “Jake found this in Grand’s shop.”

			Seth opened it. He knew at once what he was looking at: the number one drug problem on Whidbey Island, the replacement drug for those for whom Oxy had become either too costly or too hard to get. It was cheaper than everything except contraband weed grown in someone’s back yard. It was also easy to come by if you knew who to ask. Seth heard again the voice of that guy Steve in Port Townsend: “I can’t even get it anymore, Prynne. It’s way too risky.”

			What he thought was no no no in an ever growing wail of silence in his head. What he said from the dryness of his mouth was “Geez, he found this in Grand’s shop? I better check to see if someone’s living out in the tree house.”

			“Seth.” Becca sounded way too sympathetic. “You know it’s not some doper who might be living in the tree house. Why would someone be living in the tree house but keeping his heroin in Grand’s shop?”

			“Well, it sure as hell isn’t Grand’s. Do you think Jake is trying to make us think . . .” He couldn’t finish the question because he couldn’t come up with anything Jake might have in mind.

			Becca said, “Think what? Are you saying Jake’s been doing heroin here and he wants us to think it’s someone else? Come on, Seth. We both know who’s using.”

			“I don’t think Celia’s a druggie.”

			He saw that Becca’s gaze was sympathetic but it was also driving holes into his head. He felt as if she was invading his mind with that look of hers, and what came over him was a tsunami of fury. It was followed by one of pure despair. Still, he said, “Beck, I don’t think . . . And this stuff . . . It hasn’t even been used!”

			“Look at the foil, the folded-up square. Look at everything. Jake told me it’s all for inhaling the smoke.”

			Seth sought words to fight off what was fast approaching. “So Jake knows all about how to take it, huh? What d’you think that means? Man, when I tell Dad . . . when I tell the place Jake works for . . . when they find out and he gets his ass kicked . . .” But he couldn’t finish the rest. He knew not a word of it was true. He said hopelessly, “D’you think Aunt Brenda might’ve put it there to make things look bad for Prynne?”

			Becca watched him for a very long time and the question hung between them, unanswered. Finally she said, “I’m so totally sorry.”

			He said, “I don’t want to believe it, Beck.”


			She said, “I don’t blame you.”
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			From the upper bunk bed in Brian Richardson’s bedroom, Jenn stared at the constellations on the ceiling. She figured Brian had put them there himself. She discovered at dinner that what Cynthia’s younger brother liked best was to talk about the universe. He was very big into astrophysics. He went on about black holes and alternative universes and the expansion of the universe and the potential travel to other galaxies, and Jenn was about to ask him if he was into the whole Star Wars thing and which of the films did he like best?—she had to say something to the kid, after all—when his mom said, “Jenn’s had enough for now, Brian,” and Cynthia said, “Cease and desist, Bri,” and Brian himself grinned and said to Jenn, “Oh. You got to tell me when I’m s’posed to stop. I’ve got Asperger’s. I can’t read social signals so if you sigh or roll your eyes or say something like ‘Thanks, that’s interesting,’ I won’t know what you mean. You won’t offend me because I’m used to being told. Sometimes Mom says I’m having an Asperger’s moment. It’s what I do. Hey are you a lesbian like Cynthia? I think close to sixteen percent of the girls at the high school are lesbians, by the way.”

			To her surprise, Jenn laughed along with everyone else. Mrs. Richardson laughed the most until she could only weakly say, “Apsperger’s moment! Asperger’s moment!”

			They were an amazing family, Jenn thought, nothing like hers. After dinner, Cynthia and her brother used the dining room table to do their homework, both of them excused from washing dishes because of the heavy class loads they carried. Cynthia helped Brian with his French. Brian helped Cynthia with her advanced math. Their parents talked quietly in the kitchen while their children worked. There was no music, no television, or anything else that might disturb them.

			Particularly there was no brawl on the living room floor engaged in by Petey and Andy. There was no dad lining up his brews for tasting on the same table where Jenn had to work. There was no Mom reading the Bible aloud or setting off to a church meeting or returning from delivering a passenger somewhere in the island taxi. Best of all, there was no reason for Jenn to rustle up a dinner in advance of all this with whatever had been available and picked up yesterday by her mom at Good Cheer Food Bank.

			It was so heavenly an environment that Jenn whispered into the darkness, “You still awake, Cynthia?”

			“Hmmm. Barely. You doing okay?”

			“I guess.” She really wasn’t sure. At Cynthia and Mrs. Richardson’s insistence, she’d called her mom to say where she would be spending the night. To her mom’s reply of a recitation of the fifth commandment, Jenn had tried to explain that she did honor and love her parents. To this Kate had quietly answered, “Come home, then, and demonstrate that.” But Jenn knew what such a demonstration would entail, and she couldn’t do it. So, was she doing okay? Maybe. But again, maybe not.

			“Good.” Cynthia turned on her mattress. Jenn felt the quivering of the bunk beds as she did so. As Cynthia had said they would, they’d traded rooms with Brian because she had only a single bed in hers.

			“Thanks for letting me stay here,” Jenn said. “Your family . . . Everyone’s amazing. Especially your parents. They seem, like, so accepting. I mean not only you but your brother’s Asperger’s.”

			“They’ve always been the-glass-is-half-full kind of parents,” Cynthia told her. “They wouldn’t like it if we decided to take up robbing banks—Brian and I—but as long as we each have a sport and our grades are good, we c’n more or less forge our own way.”

			“Wow. Seriously perfect.”

			“Nothing’s perfect,” Cynthia pointed out. “But my mom and dad come close.”

			“Wish I could live here forever,” Jenn said, more to herself than to Cynthia.

			“You can stay as long as you need to, you know,” Cynthia told her. “They get it. They know most of the kids from the Alliance, so they also know how parents can be.”

			Jenn gritted her teeth at this reference to the club, but she didn’t go there in conversation. Instead she said, “I got to get on that team, Cynthia.” Outside the house, an owl’s cry sounded: whoo whodoo whoo. Jenn listened for a moment before she added. “It’s the only thing I got right now and the only way I’ll ever get anywhere.”

			“Don’t even worry about it,” Cynthia told her.

			“I didn’t make it last year. I screwed around too long with other stuff.”

			“That was last year,” Cynthia said. “This year’s different, and you’ll be picked the first round. Guaranteed.” A movement below her suggested that Cynthia was getting out of bed. Her shadowy form rose, and she leaned against Jenn’s upper bunk as she continued. “You know the drill anyway. For the tryouts.”

			“I got cut so fast last year that alls I remember is a bunch of coaches standing around with clipboards.”

			“There’re five of them,” Cynthia told her. “They’re going to decide together who gets on the team. You only need a majority of them to think you’re good enough and you’re in. You can’t really think you won’t impress three coaches.”

			Cynthia reached out and caressed Jenn’s head. Jenn felt the caress like a warmth through her body. “You’re just going through a bad time,” the older girl said. “This whole thing with your mom and getting called into Mr. Vansandt’s office and everything he asked you . . . ? It’s like it put you into a crisis when there’s no real crisis at all.” She touched Jenn’s cheek with her fingertips. Her voice altered to a murmur as she said, “Just relax about things. School, soccer, training, tryouts, your mom, Mr. Vansandt . . . everything. Really, that’s all you ever have to do. Relax and let things take care of themselves.”

			“I wish they would.”

			“They will. Nothing stays the same. Changes come, changes go, and changes make way for other changes. That’s just life.”

			“That how it is for you?”

			“That’s how it is for everyone.”

			Cynthia was silent then, but she didn’t move back to the lower bunk. She stayed by Jenn’s bed and her fingers drifted along Jenn’s jaw and then, so delicately, over her ear and down her neck. Jenn got the shivers, but she felt like a cat. She wanted the caresses to go on and on.

			Then Cynthia said, “I want to kiss you.”


			And Jenn found that she wanted to be kissed.
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			Becca was in her earth science class, having serious trouble staying tuned in to the group’s discussion of California’s record-breaking drought. At this stage, she had worries aplenty. She worried about the black tar heroin she’d handed over to Seth. She worried about how he was coping with the news that the likeliest user of the drug was his own girlfriend. She also worried about Jenn and how whatever was going on with her was putting dents into her old friendships, especially into her friendship with Squat. She knew there wasn’t much she could do about what Jenn was going through, but she hated to see Squat pay such a price for having made a few stupid remarks.

			Becca was thinking about this instead of thinking about climate change when the classroom door opened and a message was delivered to the teacher, Mrs. Glass. Without missing a beat in directing the discussion, she read the message, carried it to Becca, handed it over, and complimented one of the female students on a salient point she’d made about the desalinization of ocean water.

			Becca opened the note to see it was from Debbie Grieder. Debbie had called the school with a message that Becca King was to come to the Cliff Motel when her classes were finished for the day. Important was part of the message. It was underlined.

			She rode her bike there after her last class. She found Debbie in the kitchen with her grandkids, who were working on their grade school homework while she made quesadillas for them. Becca’s appearance was an unexpected pleasure for Chloe and Josh. Chloe jumped up and ran to her for a hug while Josh looked past her for Big Brother Derric before he decided she was an acceptable substitute.

			“I got a new LEGO,” he informed her, pushing his chair away from the table.

			“Grammer found a bowling outfit for Barbie!” Chloe crowed. “Even the shoes, which’re sort of funny looking ’cause of her feet but do you want to see? I c’n get her if you want to see.”

			“You skedaddle back to that table if you want a quesadilla,” Debbie informed her. “I need to talk to Becca and this is big girl business. You two got that?”

			They grumbled but succumbed to their grandmother’s orders. Soon enough they were back in their seats, each of them with a quesadilla neatly cut into triangles on a plate before them. Then Debbie nodded in the direction of the kitchen door. This led out to the back of the property, which overlooked the marina. There a handful of boats gently bobbed on the water.

			Debbie lit a cigarette that she took from the pocket of her sweatshirt. She seemed to place herself between Becca and the possibility of Becca’s being seen from Camano Street, some twenty yards away. She looked around and then shook her head. All of this made Becca prepare for bad news. It wasn’t long in coming.

			“Had a visit from a young woman ’round eleven this morning,” Debbie told her. “She was asking about a girl and her mom, wanting to know if they’d stayed with me a while back, like near two years ago. Here at the motel. She said the girl was called Hannah and the mom was called Laurel and this young woman herself . . . ? Said she was a reporter up from the San Diego.”

			Becca felt the blood draining from her face. The world spun for a moment, and she wondered if she was going to faint.

			Debbie dug her hand into the back pocket of her jeans and brought out a business card, which she handed to Becca. Becca knew what was going to be on it before she looked. She looked anyway and there was Olivia Bolding’s name and the name of the paper for which she worked.

			“What did you tell her?” Becca assured herself that she’d changed substantially. Even if Olivia Bolding went around describing her to people and even if she’d put her hands on a picture of the former Hannah Armstrong, the girl who’d fit any description the reporter might give was long gone.

			“’F course I told her I didn’t have the first clue who she was talking about,” Debbie said. “But that’s not where I’m heading with this, darlin’. See, she had some computer artist guy in San Diego mess around with a school picture of this Hannah person, and he did one of those things you see when kids are missing for years.”

			“You mean an age progression?” Becca didn’t see how helpful this would be, since she hadn’t been missing long enough to have changed substantially in the eyes of someone who was attempting to make her look like what she was: less than two years older than when she lived in San Diego.

			“Yeah.” Debbie paused to pick a bit of tobacco off her tongue. “Only with these pictures, hon . . . ? It wasn’t her age that the computer person altered. It was her looks.”

			It turned out that Olivia Bolding had been smart enough to ignore the age part entirely. Setting that issue aside, she’d instructed the artist to make Hannah Armstrong thinner than she’d been when she’d fled from San Diego. He’d produced that altered picture, and he’d come up with various hair styles and hair colors on her, Debbie said. Obviously, this Olivia Bolding was dead set on finding her.

			“I don’t get why she came to the motel,” Becca said, more to herself than to Debbie.

			“Makes sense when you think about it. The motel’s the first place to stay that you come to on the island. She prob’ly thought this Laurel Armstrong and her daughter might’ve stayed here.”

			Becca was aware that Debbie wasn’t saying anything directly about the coincidence that one Becca King had come to the island at relatively the same period of time as when Hannah Armstrong had gone missing. She also wasn’t mentioning that Becca King’s excuse for being on the island at all was that she was waiting for her mother. But Debbie wasn’t an idiot.

			“What did you say when you saw the pictures?” Becca asked.

			“It’s not what I said, darlin’. That’s what I wanted to tell you. It’s what Chloe said. See, Chloe was there. Not at first, but she came in just when the reporter whipped those pictures out. And you know Chloe. Curiosity killed the cat. She scooted over and had a look and she upped and said, ‘Hey, there’s Becca, Grammer!’”

			Becca stared at Debbie. She couldn’t come up with anything to say. She felt the need to run and she felt it acutely: to run as far and as fast as she could to get away from this place.

			Debbie appeared to read this because she said, “Whoa, there, darlin’,” and she put her arm around Becca’s shoulders. Becca saw the vision immediately and knew she was looking at Olivia Bolding because there was no mistaking the young woman with her California blond-streaked hair. The reporter was handing over the pictures to Debbie and Debbie’s gaze went down and what Becca saw through Debbie’s eyes was the picture on top of the stack, which was a very good image of what she looked like now, only with far darker hair.

			Debbie said, “When Chloe said that, I just laughed. I said ‘Hon, our Becca’s your cousin, and she doesn’t come from San Diego. This girl in the picture . . . she’s someone else.’ Then I grabbed her and gave a big kiss on the forehead and said whatever else I could think of ’fore she could make anything more of it. I don’t know what the reporter thought, but anyways she left.”

			That was it. But that wasn’t it. For Becca knew that she owed Debbie an explanation, just as she’d owed her an explanation when Jeff Corrie had shown up on Whidbey Island not terribly long after Becca had left her cell phone in the parking lot of Saratoga Woods. She said, “I didn’t do anything bad in San Diego. Neither did my mom. But we had to leave because—”

			“You don’t need to tell me a thing, darlin’.” Debbie waved her words off like flies in the summer. “But you do need to watch your step now this woman’s on the island ’cause I got the impression she wasn’t planning to leave any time soon.”

			“Where’d she go from here?” Becca asked. “Did she say anything about that?”

			“I figure she had to find herself a place to stay. From her looks, I c’n tell you she’s not a Cliff Motel kind of girl. Maybe Saratoga Inn or the Inn at Langley? You give those places a wide berth, okay? Till I find out what she’s done with herself. And keep your head down because I couldn’t tell if she believed me about the cousin thing. And when she asked me what my ‘niece’ Becca’s last name was, I had to tell her.”

			To this, Becca wanted to shout Why why why? But she knew why. Debbie could hardly have claimed that Becca was her niece and then refused to give the reporter her last name when asked. Why on earth would Debbie Grieder want to hide the last name of her own niece?

			The present moment had an urgency to it that Becca felt right to her fingertips. She was the fox, and the hounds were closing in.

			• • •

			SHE HAD AGREED to go to Derric’s for dinner that night, and she could hardly back out of it, even though what she wanted to do was hide away and lay some emergency plans for the moment when Olivia Bolding confronted her. She had very little doubt that a confrontation would be soon, especially since the reporter had been clever enough to come up with the idea of photos.

			When Derric showed up to take her over to his parents’ house, she almost faked illness to get out of going. But his expression told her that tonight was indeed going to be when he took the first step of introducing his parents to Rejoice, even if Rejoice herself was not going to be there. He couldn’t just spring her on his mom and dad, he’d told Becca. He had to go at this in his own way.

			He went at it in his own way just before dinner. He’d brought out the picture album/scrapbook that his mom had made for him, the one that chronicled his advent into the Mathieson family. It began from the first time Rhonda and Dave had laid eyes on the little Ugandan boy who’d stolen their hearts, and it concluded with Rhonda’s arrival at SeaTac Airport with Derric a few years later, when the family had been there in baggage claim with signs and balloons and a gigantic teddy bear and welcoming arms. Luckily, Becca had never seen the album before, so it wasn’t an oddball moment when Derric began to show it to her.

			Becca had asked him why he wanted to do things this way. She knew that he’d earlier pointed out to his parents an older girl in one of the album’s pictures and he’d told them she was the Rejoice he’d written letters to. So, she asked him, wasn’t it going to be strange when he pointed out a different Rejoice now? They’re going to ask you about that, she’d warned him.

			He said he’d tell them that when they first asked him about a girl called Rejoice to whom he’d been writing never-sent letters, he thought they’d conclude he was a pervert if he’d pointed out a little girl in the pictures and told them she was the Rejoice he’d been writing to. Becca couldn’t actually see how this was a better plan than simply bringing Rejoice over from La Conner, but she figured that the best thing for her to do was just go along and see what happened.

			They looked at the album in the kitchen, where Rhonda was preparing dinner. When he got to the first picture that had Rejoice in it, he said to Becca, “And this is Rejoice, right here. Pretty small, huh? She used to follow me all over the place. I figured she had a crush on me.”

			Rhonda picked up on this, as he intended. She said, “Didn’t you tell us that Rejoice was one of the older girls, sweetie?”

			Derric hung his head, then looked at his mom sideways. “It was ’cause of those letters I’d been writing to her, Mom. I figured you guys might’ve thought I was . . . I don’t know . . . a pervert or something if you saw I was writing to a five-year-old. Anyway, here’s something amazing. She lives—Rejoice lives—up in La Conner.”

			“You’re kidding!”

			“Becca and I met her,” and before his mom could question them about how they’d met a girl from La Conner, Derric went on. “Becca found her when I told her about the letters. So we went up there and met her and her family. To surprise her, you know? You want to meet her sometime?”

			“I’d love to,” Rhonda said.

			That took care of step one. Derric looked relieved as he put the album away, and Becca was relieved for him. Soon, she hoped, all of the truths would be out on the table and Derric could go on with his life instead of spinning his wheels in guilt.

			They were laying the table for dinner when Derric’s dad got home from Coupeville, where the sheriff’s office was. He called out a hello and tramped up the stairs answering his wife’s “Dinner’s ready” with “Got to get into some more comfortable clothes.”

			They had everything ready and they were seated at the table when Dave Mathieson came into the dining room. He hesitated at the sight of Becca then covered his hesitation with, “I didn’t know Derric’s main squeeze would be here.” He smiled, but there was something about that smile that made Becca feel uneasy. He didn’t give voice to anything, though, because Rhonda immediately told him Derric’s story about his fellow orphan from Uganda. “The girl he was writing those letters to,” Rhonda concluded. “Isn’t that incredible that she’s practically just up the road? And Becca found her, Dave. I think that’s twice again incredible.”

			Dave directed his gaze at Becca and said, “Our Becca is a very resourceful girl.”

			• • •

			BECCA HOPED TO escape with her identity intact. But that was not to be. After dinner, cleaning the kitchen, and engaging in three rounds of Mexican Train dominoes, she was gathering her school stuff for the ride back to Grand’s place. Dave Mathieson stopped her. “Derric, can I borrow this young lady for a minute?”

			Derric looked surprised. It wasn’t like Dave to want alone time with Becca. Obviously, he didn’t know how to take this. So Becca said cheerfully, “Sure can,” and followed Dave into his home office just down the corridor.

			He closed the door behind her. He walked to his desk and stood behind it. He looked at her the way Becca thought a judge might look, then he opened a briefcase that was on the desk. From this, he removed a manila folder, and he handed it over to Becca. He nodded at her in a way that told her she was meant to open it, so she did. She found herself looking down at a picture of herself, of how she looked now but with a different haircut of a different color. It was identical to the picture she’d seen in Debbie’s vision.

			“A reporter from San Diego came to the office,” Dave said. He went on, but Becca didn’t hear the rest. Instead, she looked at the picture. She realized that no one who knew Becca King and who saw the picture would hesitate to identify her.

			Suddenly Dave’s words worked their way through Becca’s rising sense of panic. “. . . owe it to Derric to tell him yourself.”

			She raised her head. Dave was watching her gravely in that way adults have when they want to say how disappointed they are in you. She said, “What? I didn’t hear . . .”

			“I’m not telling Rhonda yet, and I’m not telling Derric at all,” he said to her. “You’re doing that.”

			“Why . . . why did she come to see you?” Becca asked. “I don’t get it. How would she know . . . ?”

			“She learned about the cell phone in Saratoga Woods. She wanted to know if the owner had been tracked down.”

			“Oh.” Becca’s voice sounded small to her ears. She felt small, too. She also had never felt so alone.

			“She wanted to know who found it, too, because she wants to talk to him.”

			“C’n I ask . . . I mean . . . What did you tell her?”

			“The truth. Which is what you’ll do when it comes to talking to Derric.”

			“But I mean, like, what did you tell her when you saw the picture?”

			He was silent. In that silence they were eyeball to eyeball. Becca longed for a whisper or a vision that could help her understand what Dave Mathieson was thinking and what he was planning and what, above all, would happen next to fracture her carefully constructed world on Whidbey Island. But there was nothing. There was only the void.


			“I told her I’d pass the picture around,” he finally said. “But I’m hoping you don’t make me have to do that.”
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			Seth spent a little time trying to tell himself that the black tar heroin didn’t belong to Prynne, that she just did weed. Besides, he decided, if this black tar heroin that was now in his possession did belong to Prynne, wouldn’t she be desperate for it? Wouldn’t she be going into withdrawal? Wasn’t that how things worked?

			He didn’t want to consider what he knew about Whidbey Island: black tar heroin was the cheapest substance to buy if you needed to score some, and you could find it by simply asking around. With this tin box of dope gone missing, if Prynne was the person using, it would be easy for her to get more.

			He decided to go to Port Townsend to get to the full truth about Prynne. He did what he never before had done and called in sick to work. As far as the household knew, however, he set off for his job site with Gus like always, but this time, he didn’t drive to Wahl Road but rather up to Admiralty Bay.

			Once the ferry docked in Port Townsend, Seth made his way to the house where Prynne had gone to on the day he’d followed her. His driving felt automatic, as if the VW knew the way and all he had to do was to go along for the ride. When he reached the right street and spied the big hedge and the arbor, he got a large rawhide bone from the glove compartment and gave it to Gus to keep him occupied.

			The same van was in the driveway. Seth went around it to the door in the side of the garage. On this fine day it was standing open, and from within came an ancient song by the Doors. He saw that a large worktable ran the width of the double garage and at this table the same guy he’d seen before was working. He was bent over a square of unfired tile, meticulously carving a design into it. To his left were tiles waiting for design. To his right were finished tiles waiting for a glaze. The garage was hot from a kiln that stood in one corner. In front of it were boxes packed with finished tiles. They bore funky dogs on them, as well as orcas, octopi, dolphins, sea stars, mermaids, foxes, and funky cats. This, Seth figured, was one of the ways that Steve—that was the name, he remembered—supported his family.

			Steve looked up. He frowned. It seemed to Seth that the other young man figured he’d seen him somewhere but couldn’t remember exactly. He also seemed to figure Seth was some kind of customer, since he slid off his stool and said, “Happening, man?” in a way that wasn’t unfriendly.

			It was exactly the friendly nature of that greeting that prompted Seth’s fury. He wanted to take the guy down and pound his head on the concrete floor. But what he was there for was the truth. So he took the tobacco tin from the pack he was carrying and he tossed it to Steve, saying, “Look inside.”

			Steve didn’t cooperate. He said, “What the hell? Who are you?”

			“Open it, dude.”

			“Man, I don’t know what you want, but . . .” He seemed to put the pieces together then. A light bulb went on, and he said, “Oh hell. Did Prynne send you? I told her—”

			“Open it!” Seth raised his voice.

			“Chill,” Steve said. “I got kids in the house and a pissed-off wife who wouldn’t mind punching my lights today. Okay?” He opened the tin. Seeing the black tar heroin within it, he said, “I told her no more. About six times I told her no more. So if you’re here to buy more for her or for yourself or whatever, that game’s not on.”

			“When did you sell this to her?”

			“I didn’t, man. I used to sell it, yeah, but it got too hot. Besides, my wife’d drop-kick me into the next time zone if she knew I was dealing anything but weed. So I stopped, okay? And this stuff here? This amount? It wouldn’t’ve lasted Prynne a week, so if I’d’ve sold it to her, it would be long gone by now.”

			“You expect me to believe any of that?”

			“I don’t care what you believe. I’m telling you the truth. Believe what you want.”

			Seth’s vision seemed covered by a veil of red then. He shouted, “You did this to her. She only did weed before you but—”

			“Crap’s sake! Shut up! What the hell’s wrong with you?” Steve brushed by Seth and closed the door. He went on with, “She found me, man. I didn’t go looking for her. I don’t need to go looking for anyone. And don’t ask me how she found me because I don’t know, okay? Dopers? They can smell it in the dark.”

			“You got her hooked!”

			“You got to be kidding. She came to Port Townsend because she was hooked. You don’t believe me, go talk to her parents. They’re in Port Gamble and they kicked her to the curb years ago when she wouldn’t give the stuff up. She told me she tried to a few times, but she couldn’t hack it and that was that.”

			“And you sold to her anyway?” Seth asked, incredulous. He couldn’t even begin to process the information that Prynne had been gone from Port Gamble for years and not just for the few months she’d claimed. “You knew she was trying to get straight and you sold to her anyway? Is that what you’re saying?”

			Steve cast him a look that said he was nuts. “I’m a businessman, dude. It’s all economics to me.”

			• • •

			SETH DROVE STRAIGHT to Port Gamble. It was a forty-minute drive south on the Quimper Peninsula and a turn that took him through one of the area’s Indian reservations. Beyond this, Port Gamble stood, a tiny town at the top of Teekalet Bluff.

			Seth had never been there, so he didn’t know that Port Gamble was more a history lesson than a habitation. Its main street boasted a short string of widely separated houses that bore historical markers. These identified their dates of construction as well as their early owners. This same little street featured a museum, a former firehouse, a mercantile, and a building that appeared to function as the tiny town’s municipal offices. There were only a couple more streets in the place, and every one of them was deserted. Some of the houses looked like holiday rentals. Nearly all of them had been restored. As had been the white, steepled church, which advertised on a notice board outside that it was a superb place for weddings.

			It seemed that while Port Gamble had once been a thriving little mill town, it now was a living museum offering a glimpse into what life might have looked like in a previous century. It existed to serve the interests of tourists and wedding planners. Prynne’s parents, as it turned out, were there in Port Gamble to meet the needs of both groups.

			It was easy enough for Seth to find them. He and Gus sauntered over to the museum with its enormous anchor and well-kept bronze bell in front. As Gus searched for dog smells along the building’s foundation, Seth ducked inside and asked a man sweeping the floor if he knew of the Haring family. “Rooster Tea,” was the man’s reply.

			This turned out to be the short version of what he might have said, which was that Prynne’s parents ran the Rooster Café and Tea Room. It was three doors away and across the street. Seth hoped at least one of the Harings would be there.

			He was in luck. He’d made it to Port Gamble before everything closed up in the late afternoon, and although it seemed as if tea time itself was over, he saw that lights were still on in the back of the place. Figuring there had to be a back door, he went in search of it, with Gus loping ahead between the café and the building next door, which appeared to be someone’s home. As he reached the corner, Gus gave a sharp bark. Seth recognized it as his want-to-play bark and picked up his pace to see a curly-haired man smashing a garbage bag into a plastic can that was mostly full.

			Seth said, “Are you Mr. Haring?” and the man looked over. He’d been watching Gus galumphing around the lawn behind the café, his ears flapping and his tongue lolling cartoonishly out of his mouth. Seth called, “Gus! Get back here! Now!” As usual the Lab completely disregarded the command.

			The man said, “Ben Haring,” as he tightened the lid on the garbage can. “Who are you?”

			“Seth Darrow,” Seth said. “That’s Gus, my dog. Well, obviously. C’n I talk to you for a minute?”

			“We’re not hiring. We’ll need someone later on in the month if you want to come back. Now, the weather’s still too iffy for a lot of visitors.”

			Seth told him that he wasn’t there about a job, that he was a finish carpenter on Whidbey Island. When Ben Haring assumed this meant he was looking for carpentry work and began to speak about that, Seth corrected him once again. “It’s Prynne,” he said and he added dumbly, “your daughter.”

			Ben Haring’s face altered. A steeliness came to it. Seth couldn’t tell if the man was preparing himself for the worst or arming himself from some kind of onslaught. He said, “What’s happened? Who are you?”

			Seth gave him only the facts that seemed important enough to share: He was a musician, Prynne was the fiddler in his gypsy jazz group, they lived together on Whidbey Island, and she was helping care for his grandfather after a stroke.

			Ben Haring said, “So what can I do for you? You can’t be here to tell me Prynne’s finally found a cure that took. Not that it wouldn’t be good news but I expect she’d come to tell us herself. That’s more her pattern.”

			Seth didn’t like the use of the word pattern. He also didn’t much like Mr. Haring. He started to feel that he was taking part in the biggest betrayal of his life, but he had to know what the true situation was, and Prynne’s parents were probably the only people who could tell him.

			Ben Haring opened the back door of the café and said, “You better come in,” and he led the way. Seth whistled for Gus and called out, “Milk Bones!” which did the trick. He pulled one from his pocket and leashed Gus to the railing of the old house’s back steps. When he followed the way Ben Haring had gone, he found himself in a large professional kitchen.

			Seth didn’t know how to begin a conversation that could lead him to ask about Prynne and heroin. It turned out that he didn’t need to. Prynne’s mom, who was as pale in the face as the flour she was measuring into a mixing bowl, said to him, “Has she overdosed?” the moment Prynne’s dad explained who Seth was. With an agonized glance at her husband, Mrs. Haring went on. “Or has she stolen something?”

			That pretty much confirmed things. Seth felt hollow inside, as if someone had taken the self out of him so that all that remained was a shell.

			“She’s into heroin,” he said. He felt he needed to lean against the wall and hoped he didn’t slide down it to the floor. “She says she’s not, but we found some. And I followed her once when she went to a house in Port Townsend where there was this guy . . . ? He said I should talk to you.”

			“Here.” Mrs. Haring sounded quite compassionate. She brought a stool out from beneath the kitchen’s island work counter and said, “Sit here, dear.” She went to a large restaurant-size fridge. She took out some orange juice and poured him a glass.

			“He said she moved to Port Townsend in the first place because of heroin, because you guys threw her out. I want to help her. I want to make her okay because if I don’t . . . I love her,” he said simply. “I figure if you can tell me what to do . . . or if you know how to help . . . or anything?”

			Ben Haring leaned against the counter in front of the large stainless steel sink. He said, “You can’t help her, Seth. You can’t, I can’t, her mom can’t, her brother can’t. She can help herself, but she has to want that, more than she wants to use.”

			Quietly, then, the Harings told Prynne’s story, and Seth recognized it from so many similar stories that had played out on Whidbey over the years. Prynne, they said, was their troubled child. She began stealing alcohol from them when she was eleven, so they both stopped drinking. She then switched to weed—this was when she was twelve—and then she got into prescription opiates. At that point, they sent her into a recovery program. There, she learned about black tar heroin, and when she got out, she went after that. They put her through two more recovery programs, but nothing helped her. The need for drugs had become a hunger so ravenous she had to keep feeding it. When she turned eighteen years old, they asked her to leave.

			“I think the eye started it,” Mrs. Haring said. “Losing it so young, being in the hospital all that time, with all the drugs involved . . . I think that’s where it all began.”

			“It’s why we put up with everything for so long,” Ben Haring said. “The rest of us—Prynne’s brother, her mom, myself—we all felt guilty that she’d suffered so much. That one thing—our guilt—it’s what kept us going. It kept us trying to find a way to help her.”


			“We finally decided that until she was invested in her own recovery,” his wife added, “we wouldn’t send her into any more programs and we wouldn’t see her. It must sound cruel to you because you love her. We love her, too, but something . . . It just seemed to us that sometimes the life you save has to be your own.”
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			Jenn tried to put the kiss out of her mind. She also tried to put out of her mind the fact that, when asked, she’d said yes to the whole idea of being kissed by a girl. Much more than that, though, she tried to put out of her mind that in that instant when Cynthia had asked if she could kiss her, Jenn had been longing for exactly that.

			She hadn’t thought twice about saying yes, and it had turned out to be a real kiss. It wasn’t just a peck on the cheek between friends or even a peck on the mouth that happens when a kiss intended for the cheek accidentally gets misplaced.

			That one kiss had segued into another. That kiss had evolved into a third. Jenn had found herself all pulsing heart and throbbing veins. Then Cynthia had murmured, “Have a good sleep,” and returned to the lower bunk. Her breathing, becoming regular and deep within minutes, told Jenn that she’d gone quickly to sleep.

			Not so for Jenn. She’d wanted to ask Cynthia what it meant that she—Cynthia—had felt like kissing her—Jenn. But to ask that question would indicate that the kiss itself and those that followed meant something to her, and she didn’t want to go there in her brain let alone in a conversation. She thought, at the end of a night spent mostly observing Brian Richardson’s ceiling constellations, that it might be best to forget the whole thing.

			The next day comprised their final training session before tryouts for the All Island team. Despite the fact that they’d trained for weeks on end, they didn’t take a break to rest on the day before tryouts. They worked as hard as ever. Cynthia knew the various stations that would be set up to test the girls’ skills and their overall athleticism, and she pushed Jenn hard. Lexie did the same. At the end of it all, Jenn was dripping sweat and the other two girls were in the same condition.

			In the locker room afterward, Cynthia stripped in that unselfconscious way she had, shedding workout clothes as she went: tank top first, sports bra second, shorts third, undies fourth. By the time she reached her locker, she had only her athletic shoes and socks on, and she kicked these off before she opened the locker and grabbed her soap, towel, shampoo, and conditioner. She said to Jenn, “You looked super good out there today,” and Lexie said, “You’ll kick butt tomorrow, Jenn.”

			Lexie strode off to the showers ahead of them, but Cynthia remained at her locker. Jenn found that she wasn’t sure where to look because the thing about Cynthia was that she was sort of like someone you make up in your head. She was also like someone you wanted to look like. She had breasts that were . . . what? Well, they were luscious. That was the word. Her hips were slender and her legs were long and her stomach was a board. Between her legs the hair was darker than her head hair and . . . Jenn turned away. She grabbed her soap and towel. What she knew was that it was completely wrong for her to be noticing Cynthia Richardson’s body.

			Cynthia said to her, “Jenn . . . You okay? I mean . . .” and it was the very first time that Jenn could remember Cynthia sounding anything but 110 percent self-assured.

			Jenn said, “Sure. Yeah. Why?” But she had some trouble meeting the other girl’s gaze.

			“Oh. Good,” was Cynthia’s response. Then, “You seem a little different today.”

			Now, Jenn thought, was the moment to ask those questions that had kept her awake. But she just couldn’t do it. So she said, “Nope. I’m cool.”

			Cynthia said, after a moment, “Good. I’m glad,” and then Lexie yelled, “I’m almost done in here. You guys coming or what?” from the showers where water was blasting against the tiles.

			Lexie was fast on this day. When Jenn and Cynthia got to the showers, she was finished. Although she and Jenn had a regular work night at G & G’s, both Gertie and Giselle knew that the following day was tryouts for Jenn, and they’d insisted she take the night off in order to be thoroughly rested.

			Lexie, however, still had to work, so she was toweling herself off by the time Cynthia ducked her head into the stream of water she’d been using. Lexie threw her towel over her shoulder and said, “I’m outa here, you guys. Good luck tomorrow.”

			“You coming?” Cynthia asked her.

			“Got a Skype date with Sara-Jane,” she said.

			“More Europe plans?”

			“Endless Europe plans.” Then she was gone, saying, “Later, ’kay?” The other two girls were left in the showers.

			Jenn flipped another shower on and stepped beneath the water. She dunked her head into it while next to her, Cynthia removed the scrunchie that held her hair back from her face, allowing it to fall to her shoulder blades. She squeezed shampoo into her palm. She said, “You’ve got the funds for the All Island team now, right?”

			“Thanks to Gertie and Giselle,” Jenn said. “Yeah, I’m good. If I make the team, I can—”

			“When, not if,” Cynthia told her. “You’ve got to go into the tryouts with confidence. And there’s not a single reason for you to be anything less than totally sure you’re going to make the team.”

			“Easier for you to say than me,” Jenn told her. “I got plenty of ways to screw things up.”

			“Don’t think about those ways, then,” Cynthia said. “Here, want some shampoo?”

			She handed over the bottle and began to suds up her hair. She worked up a large amount of lather, which oozed down her breasts and across her stomach and between her legs. Jenn said, “Thanks,” and turned away. Not that she had anything to hide from Cynthia or anyone else, since she was flat as a board with boobs the size of mushroom caps. The rest of her had no shape at all, a source of unending embarrassment to her.

			Jenn squeezed a dab of shampoo into her close-cropped hair. She began to do the sudsing thing. She said, “At least this year I’ve done everything I can to put myself into a position to make the team. So if I don’t make, it’s not like I didn’t give it everything.”

			“What happened last year?”

			Jenn didn’t want to say. The distracting proximity of Annie Taylor was too embarrassing to go into. Annie Taylor and her presence in Jenn’s life and in the life of Langley was the main reason Jenn had completely blown the tryouts last year, and she didn’t want to come close to that happening again. She settled on saying, “I was an idiot is basically what happened.”

			“I don’t believe that.”

			Jenn glanced in Cynthia’s direction. She was covered with shampoo suds, which she was apparently also using as her soap. She dunked her head under the water again, saying, “God, it feels so good when the sweat’s washed off.”

			Jenn rinsed her hair of shampoo. “Well, it’s true,” she said in reference to her idiocy.

			Cynthia reached for another plastic bottle and squeezed a quarter-size daub of something into her palm. She gestured for Jenn to extend her own hand, saying, “Conditioner. You want? Never mind. Wait. I’ll do it for you.”

			She worked it into her own hair and then crossed to Jenn’s to do the same for Jenn. The other girl’s fingers were strong, and the pressure of them against Jenn’s skull was soothing. She figured this was what a massage was like, and she thought how she could just stand there forever with the warm water beating against her and her head loving the stroke of someone else’s fingers upon it.

			“Feels good, huh?” Cynthia said. “Next time, I’ll make you do me.”

			Since tryouts were tomorrow, Jenn didn’t see how there would be a next time. She wondered if Cynthia wanted there to be one. She wondered if she did, too.

			• • •

			THE NEXT DAY dawned glorious. The tryouts for the team were taking place up in Coupeville, on the field at the high school. Girls could easily converge upon this spot: driving south from the northernmost town of Oak Harbor, driving north from the southernmost town of Clinton.

			To Jenn’s surprise, all of the Richardsons intended to go along and to cheer their efforts to make the team, so shortly after seven-thirty she and Cynthia climbed into Cynthia’s Honda while the rest of the family piled into their SUV. They headed for the highway where the annual invasion of Scotch broom made bursts of bright yellow flowers along the road’s shoulders and within the island’s empty fields.

			There were going to be two full days of activities. At the end of the first day there would be an A team comprising girls who had definitely been chosen by the coaches and a B team comprising girls whom the coaches would like to see on the second day.

			“The key is to try to get chosen the first day,” Cynthia told Jenn. “So make sure you don’t hold anything back.”

			“You, too,” Jenn said.

			“Oh. I’m not trying out,” Cynthia told her.

			Jenn stared at her, completely nonplussed. “What? But then why did you . . . ?”

			“I need to stay in shape for UV,” Cynthia said. “Plus, there was you.”

			Jenn wasn’t sure what she meant by this. “Me?”

			“I wanted to help you out. So did Lexie. It was a challenge for us. Well, mostly it was a challenge for me, and Lexie went along, since she was working out anyway.”

			“Don’t you want to be on the team?” Jenn wasn’t sure how she felt about being on the All Island Girls’ Soccer team if Cynthia wasn’t going to be there with her.

			She had her path already, Cynthia explained. During the coming summer, she would stay in shape, but no way did she want to risk getting hurt when University of Virginia was waiting for her to join their team.

			“But how come your family . . . ?”

			All of the Richardsons were going to the tryouts in a show of support for Jenn, Cynthia told her. Cynthia glanced at her, then back at the road and the family’s SUV before them. “You make the A team, and we’re celebrating, you and me. That’s why we’re going in separate cars. The rest of the fam . . . ? They’ll have had enough soccer at that point, believe me.”

			In Coupeville, the family set up a picnic area about thirty yards away from the tryout activities. This featured a card table and camping chairs with cup holders in them, one for every member of the family and another for Jenn.

			There were more people at the All Island tryout than Jenn had expected. Fifty girls had shown up, and it seemed that each of them had brought along supporters, whether family, friends, boyfriends, or personal coaches. There was even a team of little girls who’d come to watch and perhaps get some pointers. They had their uniforms on, and they were jumping around energetically.

			Jenn looked among the throng. She told Cynthia that she was checking everything out, but the truth was that she was thinking about what it all meant or if it had to mean anything at all that both Cynthia Richardson and Lexie Olanov had shown such kindness to her.

			Five women with clipboards and whistles came onto the field from the parking lot. One of them blew her whistle and yelled, “Let’s get this going,” and gestured for the potential players to gather around. She turned out to be the head coach, a former UW player who worked privately with girls on the Olympic team. Without any formalities, she assigned the girls and the other coaches to individual stations around the field where their skills would be tested.

			Jenn shot looks at her competition as she walked with them to the first station. Some of the girls she recognized because she’d played against them before. Some were strangers to her.

			From the number of girls and the number of stations, Jenn could tell that this first round of tryouts would last the entire day. During this time, the coaches would be looking at everything: shooting, ball control, speed, flexibility while running, aggression with the ball, guarding . . . the entire package.

			As Jenn made her way through the first three stations, she recognized how much she owed Cynthia and Lexie. She was in the best shape she’d ever been in. Her speed had increased, her ball control had improved, and her coordination was excellent. As she went through the paces being demanded of her, Jenn found herself getting back to the joy of playing soccer.

			There was a break for lunch. Jenn rejoined the Richardsons, where Cynthia’s mom was unpacking an impressive picnic basket onto the card table while Brian Richardson voiced his concerns over the length of time the potato salad had gone without a serious control of the temperature which, he intoned, should be no more than thirty-eight degrees, although a brief period at a higher temperature would not actually hurt anyone, since the eggs had only just now been added and most people knew that eggs kept in their shells could—

			“Brian,” the rest of his family said at the same time.

			“Whoops. Asperger’s moment,” was his reply, and he lowered his gaze to the astronomy book he’d brought with him.

			Jenn laughed with the others. Then she heard a cry of “Jenn! Jenn!” and she swung round to see Petey hurtling across the lawn from the parking lot. Andy was not far behind him. At some distance to the boys, Jenn saw her dad sauntering in their wake.

			Away from what Jenn thought of as his natural habitat, Bruce McDaniels was even more of an oddity than he was at Possession Point, with his long gray hair ringing a very bald pate and his outfit comprising a striped T-shirt, white patent leather loafers of a vintage Jenn could only guess at, striped black-and-white knee socks, and khaki shorts over which his beer belly burgeoned like a life preserver. He’d shaved in honor of the occasion, and no matter his get-up and overall appearance, Jenn was happy to see him.

			“Greetings one and all,” he said magnificently and with a bow. “Bruce McDaniels, paterfamilias. We’ve come to offer our support to Jennifer. I hoped to do it from a distance, but I fear Jenn’s rambunctious siblings escaped my control.”

			From this little speech, Jenn knew how out of place he felt. She went to him and hugged him hard. “Thanks for coming, Dad,” she said into his ear.

			“We miss you at home, Jennie-Jenn,” was his quiet reply. “Your mom intended to come today, but she got a call for a ride over town, and you know how it is.”

			What he meant was that Kate had to go because of the money. She couldn’t turn down an expensive fare whenever it happened, even if it had been the middle of the night.

			Jenn wanted to believe that her father was telling the truth about Kate, but she couldn’t quite get there. The fifth commandment still hung between them.

			Mrs. Richardson was giving each of the boys a leg of fried chicken and smiling at their whoops of joy. She asked Bruce to join them, but he held up his hands in a gesture of refusal. “Ate on the way,” he told her. “So did the boys. The last thing they ought to be doing is eating more.”

			Jenn knew eating had consisted of PBJs, but she still felt embarrassed that Petey and Andy fell upon the food like members of the Donner party. Bruce called the boys to him. At least they came, happily gnawing and casting longing looks at the rest of the spread. Mrs. Richardson said, “Are you sure?” and Mr. Richardson said, “There’s plenty to go around.”

			But Bruce was firm, and he was equally firm about where they would go to watch the second half of the tryouts, which was at a distance from anything edible, such as the Richardsons’ bag of oatmeal raisin cookies, at which Petey and Andy were liable to throw themselves. He made another bow, and they walked off, with Petey shouting “Good luck, Jenn!” and Andy talking loudly about potato salad.

			When the whistle blew for the second half of the tryouts to begin, the activity to which Jenn’s group was sent dealt with control of the ball. If she was going to play the position she wanted—center midfielder—Jenn knew she had to be a star here. She was grateful when Cynthia walked her over to the activity, reminding her of what to pay attention to when she was performing. At the end, when it was time for Jenn’s group to move to the next station, the coach at that station, who was writing something on the paperwork her clipboard held, looked up and said, “Good job, McDaniels,” and Jenn heard Cynthia, close by, whoop. Then she punched the air.

			That filled Jenn up unexpectedly, more than the coach’s words. She grinned to herself and made easy work of the rest of the tryouts. Nothing could touch her. She was invincible. Still, she was thrilled when her name was the second one called to be a part of A team and therefore not required to attend the next day’s tryout. The Richardsons surrounded her. The McDaniels contingent broke through. Jenn felt herself swept up in her father’s arms, her little brothers hugging her around her waist.

			“Jennie-Jenn-Jenn,” her dad said in triumph. “What a day for you, my girl!”

			“It’s because of Cynthia,” Jenn told her father. “I couldn’t’ve done it without her help.”

			“Indeed, indeed,” Bruce agreed. He embraced Cynthia as well.


			Jenn wondered if he would have done so had he known about the confusion of feelings she had for the older girl.


		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			


			40

			Becca knew Derric’s dad wasn’t going to change his mind about her revealing her true identity to his son. The only thing that might keep him from insisting she do it n-o-w was if he understood the dangers facing Hannah Armstrong because of what she could hear when she wasn’t using her AUD box and what she could see when visions came upon her. Yet Becca couldn’t tell him any of that.

			She was still trying to develop some strategy—any strategy—a day later when a car passed her on Newman Road and made the turn into Ralph Darrow’s driveway some 150 yards ahead of her. It was a car that Becca didn’t recognize, so she felt cautious. Her caution morphed into having a bad feeling, mostly due to her previous conversations with Debbie Grieder, Dave Mathieson, and Mrs. Kinsale. Because of this, she slowed down, and when she got to the property and saw the car parked next to Jake’s, she glided down the new driveway and decided not to enter the house till she knew what was going on.

			Leaving her bike at the side of Grand’s house, she crept around the back of it where the window to the bedroom above and the bedroom below looked into the forest. She reached the house’s north corner. From here, the space was open. Lawn gave way to a few of Grand’s rhodies and some of his specimen trees. But not far from the house, a massive cedar drooped its lacy branches nearly to the ground.

			Becca darted to this tree. Under the cover of its curtain-like boughs, she was able to get a very good look at the living room window. She was unsurprised at the sight in the living room of a young woman with sunny California blonde-streaked hair. Dave Mathieson would have told the San Diego reporter that Ralph Darrow was the man who found the ringing cell phone in the parking lot of Saratoga Woods. It would be Olivia Bolding’s logical next step, and here she was.

			She was at the chess table where Grand was sitting. She was showing him what Becca figured were the altered photographs of Hannah Armstrong. Grand was fingering them but he didn’t appear to be acknowledging the resemblance between Hannah Armstrong and Becca King.

			Prynne passed the table on her way to the kitchen. She, too, didn’t seem to be saying anything about what she saw printed. But the fact that the reporter showed them to Prynne at all was enough to tell Becca that at some point someone was going to see the pictures, recognize who was in them, and betray her. It wouldn’t be done maliciously. More likely was the possibility of someone saying, “Hey. That looks like Becca King.”

			Olivia Bolding didn’t remain long in Grand’s house. Becca saw her head away from the chess table, and in a moment, she could hear voices on the front porch. Olivia and Jake were speaking, and although Becca couldn’t make out the words, they seemed to constitute a casual good-bye. She thanked her stars that Jake Burns was there and not Celia Black. She could only imagine Celia giving the pictures a glance and saying in her Celia way, “Oh hey, isn’t she the spitting image of our Becca!”

			Becca waited until she heard a car start in the parking area at the top of the hill. Even then she waited another two minutes to make certain it was safe to leave her hiding place. She quickly crossed the lawn to the house and made fast work of getting inside.

			Everything seemed normal. Prynne was the one to tell her that some reporter had been there talking to Grand about a cell phone he’d found in the woods something like eighteen months ago. She showed them all some pictures of this Hannah chick who looked like she’d had an amazing television makeover, Prynne added. But all that came of it was Grand saying ring woods, and the reporter chick had decided this meant he’d heard a phone ringing in Saratoga Woods. She said she was heading there next, although Prynne couldn’t figure out why.

			As she spoke, nothing came from her in whispers. In fact, nothing had come from Prynne in whispers since Becca had given Seth the black tar heroin. Becca couldn’t work out what this meant, but she understood that Prynne couldn’t become her problem. She didn’t want her to be an addict, but what was going to happen with her and with Seth had moved out of her hands the moment Becca had given Seth the tobacco tin.

			She crossed the living room to Grand. He watched her with those twinkly eyes of his. She caught his whisper—Green Gabe—and for a moment, she didn’t follow his meaning. But then she saw his memory in the quickest of flashes. His hands were holding her childhood copy of Anne of Green Gables, the only item from her life in San Diego that she’d brought with her. Those hands opened the book and through Grand’s eyes within the vision, she saw the inscription to “my sweet Hannah” that her grandmother had written.


			She knelt by his chair and put her head in his lap. She murmured, “I just couldn’t tell you,” and she felt his hand descend with infinite gentleness onto her hair.
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			Seth figured that since his family was paying Prynne for the hours that she was at Grand’s, she’d been able to buy dope all along, and she had to have it hidden all over the place. But she also had to know that someone had found that one tin in Grand’s workshop and removed it. So she was probably waiting to be unmasked. And Becca and Jake were waiting for him to do the unmasking, which Seth knew he had to accomplish before someone else—like Aunt Brenda—came across another stash somewhere. Brenda hadn’t been around much since being awarded guardianship of Grand, but Seth knew that was only Round One. She’d be back when whatever her plans were stood in place.

			Seth was too bummed after talking to Prynne’s parents to engage in any search of Grand’s property. He figured there wasn’t any dope at his own parents’ house, but if there was, Prynne was probably going to keep it close.

			It was a phone call from Steamer Constant that set Seth on the path to a confrontation with Prynne. The talent scout called to tell him that the music agent Freda Windsarm was back in town. She’d talked her into giving Triple Threat another listen. Seth told the talent scout that it would have to be just the guys this time as Prynne wasn’t doing so well. In reply to this Steamer Constant revealed that it was Prynne who’d taken them over the top. Terrific musician and excellent technician were the words she used and she added, even when Prynne obviously wasn’t at her best. “So give us a yell when she’s feeling better” was how Steamer Constant ended the call. Seth said he would.

			He’d learned from Prynne’s parents that they’d run through their savings sending her into recovery programs. They were well into her brother’s college fund trying to help her when they came to understand this wasn’t the route that was going to save anyone. From this Seth took the knowledge that Prynne would die if she didn’t recover. He also took the knowledge that she would die if she didn’t want to recover.

			When he got to Grand’s house that afternoon, he shoved the tin of black tar heroin into a canvas satchel. He found Prynne in the garden with Jake and Grand, sitting in lawn chairs enjoying the sun.

			Gus was with him, and he loped to the porch where the bone box was. Instead, Seth rooted for a ball and handed it over. Gus dashed onto the lawn and dropped the ball at Grand’s feet. Ralph bent slowly. With his good hand, he picked it up. He gave it a toss that he couldn’t have given two months ago. Jake and Prynne said “Way to go!” and “Wow!”

			Seth shouldered the satchel and went to them. He kissed Grand on the top of the head and said to Prynne, “Want to go for a walk?”

			She jumped to her feet. “Where to?”

			Seth decided on the tree house. She’d never seen it.

			He could feel Grand watching him in that way he had as he and Prynne set off into the woods. No one knew him better than his grandfather. Grand had picked up that something was wrong.

			Seth didn’t talk much as they walked the path, other than to say he needed to get out here and do some work on it. The way of path-keeping in the forests on Whidbey was to fight reclamation by nature. Within three years, any path made by man would be overgrown if someone didn’t make the attempt to get the plant life under control. Seth told Prynne this in fits and starts. Had to bring the chain saw out to remove a downed tree, had to yank out some yellow archangel before it took over, had to pull out that English ivy.

			Prynne said nothing other than hmmm and oh. It was in this manner that they arrived at the clearing where Seth had built his tree house under the watchful guidance of his grandfather.

			Seeing the building nestled between two hemlocks, Prynne said, “Seth, this is amazing,” and for the first time in days, she seemed enthusiastic about something. “C’n I go up and see inside?”

			“That’s why we’re here.” He went first up the stairs in order to open the trap door onto the deck. He was happy to see that the wood was holding up strong and true.

			Inside, the place smelled musty from disuse, and there was a fair amount of dust because the stove that heated the single room in winter had been left ajar and a film of ash from the last fire within it had been blown out. Seth opened one of the windows. He noticed that jays were chattering shaark shaark shaark in the trees. A crow called out a warning to the rest of his gang and flew off as if in indignation at the human invasion into the woods.

			“How come you’ve never showed me this before?” Prynne went to the cot. She sat and tested its strength. “Do you ever sleep here? It would be fun. I always wondered where the trail went. I walked a ways along it, but—”

			“Why?” Seth asked.

			“Why what?”

			“Why did you walk a ways along it? Were you looking for something?”

			Her face became wary immediately. “What would I be looking for?”

			Seth opened his satchel and brought out the old tin. “A place to hide something like this,” he said.

			She said nothing at first. She managed to look supremely confused. Finally, she said, “What’s that?”

			“A tobacco tin,” he told her. “A real old tobacco tin.”

			“An antique? Is it valuable?”

			He wanted to laugh. He could feel laughter’s nastiness bubbling up. “What’s inside is worth money. Not a whole lot but probably more than the tin. Want to see it?”

			“I don’t know . . .” and there she faltered.

			“You don’t know what? What’s inside? Where we found it? What don’t you know, Prynne?”

			He opened the tin. He dumped the contents next to her onto the sleeping cot. When she started to say something, he jumped in. “Don’t even bother. I’ve been to Port Townsend. I’ve talked to Steve. He sent me to your mom and dad, so I went to Port Gamble and talked to them. If you want to tell me this isn’t yours, go ahead, but we both know it’ll be a lie because we both know lying is what you do best.”

			Her good eye filled. “It isn’t mine. I don’t even know what that stuff is. I don’t know where it came from. I don’t know where you found it. I don’t know what it’s used for. I don’t know.”

			“Oh yeah right.” Seth grabbed up the square of aluminum and a small chunk of the heroin. He snatched up the Bic lighter from beside her leg. He said, “You don’t know, huh? Want me to show you? You think it’s mine?”

			“I didn’t say that. It could be anyone’s. It could be Jake’s. Or Celia’s. Or Becca’s. Or . . . or. . . .”

			“How ’bout Grand’s? Grand’s smoking heroin in his free time these days?”

			Her lips trembled spasmodically. She clenched her fists in her lap and lowered her head so her hair spread around her like something meant to protect her from what would come next. She said brokenly, “You’re the best thing in my life, Seth. You’re the only thing in my life. You and my music and if I lose you . . . I can’t lose you, Seth.”

			“You lied to me about everything,” Seth said. “Right from the first. You claimed all you did was weed. You said that whole thing with my mom’s Oxy was just giving it a try when the truth was you hadn’t found a heroin source on Whidbey yet. You had to use the Oxy and you would’ve kept using it if Mom hadn’t needed to renew the prescription.”

			“All I have is you and my fiddle,” Prynne said, and this time she looked up. She’d started to cry and she didn’t cry prettily. She went all red in the face, her neck got splotchy, and she had to wipe her nose on her arm. “You have to know that you—Seth, you—are the most important thing in—”

			“Dope is the most important thing to dopers,” Seth said. “Everyone knows that. Like Steve, like your parents, like everyone. Where the hell did you get this stuff? How’d you figure out . . . ?” It came to Seth even as he was speaking. “Langley,” he said. “I bet it was the music store. You said you needed strings and rosin and you kept me from going in with you. That was when, wasn’t it? Someone in the music store knew where to find this stuff. Someone told you and you made contact and that was that.”

			“Please,” Prynne cried. “Please don’t leave me. I’ll stop. I swear it. I can stop, Seth. I’ve done it and I can do it again. I can. I will.”

			“Your mom and dad said you’ve been in recovery three times. Three times and they spent their savings and some college money trying to get you straight. Do you know that, Prynne? All their savings before they gave you the boot.”

			“They . . . they should have told me. They never told me. They should have told me. I didn’t know. I swear. If I knew, I would’ve—”

			“What? Been cured because they’d used up all their money trying to get you cured?”

			She rose creakily. She extended her hands in a gesture that looked like someone pleading for a handout on the street. “Please help me,” she said. “Do you think I want to be this way? Do you believe that I haven’t tried and tried and told myself . . . but they sent me to the wrong kinds of places. I went and I did everything they told me to do and it didn’t take. But something will. I know something will. I swear I’ll make something work for me. You have to believe that. Just don’t . . . Oh God please don’t give up on me. I know we can make it together. And what’s changed? Nothing, Just this. I have a problem. I’m trying to solve it. Help me solve it.”

			Seth began to gather what he’d dumped from the tin. Prynne touched his arm so tentatively that it felt like the touch of a frightened kitten. “If you give up on me, too, I won’t have anyone. And you and me . . . we’ll lose our chance at happiness, Seth. And we were happy. I know we c’n be happy again.”

			Seth closed the tin on its foul contents, but what he saw in his mind’s eye was Prynne playing her fiddle that first day he’d encountered her. He saw the liveliness of her, the joy in her music, the way she carried her audience effortlessly with her. He saw her in her gypsy shirt and her old blue jeans, tapping a foot shod in a cowboy boot. He saw her when she was asleep in the morning and when she sat up in bed at night reading a book. He saw her helping his mom cook dinner, throwing the ball for Gus, showing Grand his flash cards, and more than anything else, he saw her believing in him.


			What he knew was that he couldn’t let her go. What he knew was that he didn’t know how to keep her.
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			On the day designated to introduce Rejoice to his parents, Derric took Becca with him to pick her up in La Conner. Rejoice didn’t get into the car at once, though. Instead, she stood before Becca and looked her directly in the eyes. “I got something I have to say to you,” she announced.

			Becca had been wearing the earbud, so she hadn’t a clue what Rejoice wanted to tell her. Before she could reply, though, Rejoice rushed on with, “I acted bad with you a bunch of times and I’m really sorry. I was, like, gynormously dumb. Der was trying to be cool with me and to make sure he didn’t do anything to give me the wrong idea. I was totally the one to try to make something happen between us. And I got to say now . . . I’m so happy to have a real brother. I mean a real brother from the same parents. It makes me feel like I have a place in the world, if that makes sense.”

			“It totally makes sense,” Becca told her.

			“C’n we be friends, then?” Rejoice said.

			“Like, forever,” Becca replied.

			The two girls hugged and Derric cried, “Group hug!” and threw his arms around both of them.

			Becca felt what the word bittersweet had to mean: the joy of Rejoice’s homecoming into a family comprising her only sibling and the sadness of having no sibling of her own and of having no knowledge of where her family—in the person of her mother—was.

			They piled into the car for the drive to Derric’s house near Goss Lake. When they arrived, Becca saw the building through Rejoice’s eyes, pleasantly gray-shingled in a clearing made to contain it, with the land surrounding it left in its natural state of ferns, salal, wild huckleberries, and grasses. Rejoice, she saw, was taking it all in.

			Once inside the house, Derric called out “We’re here” and his parents responded with “In the kitchen” and “In the office.” He and the girls chose the kitchen, and trooped in that direction to find Rhonda icing a cake meant for their dessert that evening. She looked up as Derric said, “Here’s Rejoice, Mom.”

			Becca could never have predicted what happened next. Rhonda said nothing for a moment. Her lips parted, then closed, then curved in a smile. She said, “My holy God. You’ve found your sister,” and then she cried out, “Dave! Come here!”

			She crossed quickly to Rejoice and took both her hands, saying, “You are lovely, sweetie. Welcome.”

			Derric, Becca saw, was completely dumbfounded. So was she. They looked at each other wordlessly as Dave Mathieson hurried down the hall from his office, coming in answer to the insistence he’d heard in Rhonda’s voice. He stopped short at the sight of Rejoice. Then he said, “Good Lord. They were right.”

			Dave went to Rejoice, saying, “Well, you’re the image of him. We should have known. Had we known, things would’ve been different.”

			Next to Becca, Derric stirred. He said, “You guys want to tell me what’s going on?”

			“Let’s go to the living room,” was Rhonda’s reply.

			There she explained, and her explanation was simple. The director of the orphanage had suspected that Derric had a sister among the children who were picked up off the Kampala streets on the day he’d been taken to the orphanage. But there were twenty-five children brought in to Children’s Hope of Kampala on that hot afternoon, and among them at least twenty were sobbing their little hearts out, terrified because their world was undergoing an upheaval again. All of them had lost their parents—mostly to AIDS—and getting along on the street had become a way of life. Now they were thrust into yet another world, this one peopled by strangers who were examining them, administering strange syrups and pills to them, inoculating them, bathing them, finding clothes for them, assigning them to beds, assessing them for everything from language skills to the ability to follow simple directions. Derric, five years old at the time, had been put at once into Sick House. He’d come into the orphanage with pneumonia and a fever raging at 105 degrees.

			“You talked about a sister,” Rhonda said, “but you were so ill that it seemed you might be imagining her or she might have died along with your parents. Had we known . . . Oh sweetie, I hope you know we never would have separated the two of you. We would have adopted Rejoice as well. But then later on, you never mentioned a sister and none of the girls ever said they had a brother.”

			“She was too little,” Derric told his mom. His face looked totally haunted. “Like I said before, Becca was the one to find her in La Conner. See, when I fell in the woods? When I was in the hospital all that time? Becca was there that day when I fell and she went back to the woods to try to figure out why I’d been there. I had a hiding place where she found the letters and . . . Becca always wanted me to tell you but I was scared because . . .” Tears began to course down his cheeks as he spoke, and he seemed to be unaware of them.

			“Oh, sweetheart, why?” Rhonda asked him.

			“Because I left her in Kampala when I could’ve maybe brought her here,” he said. “Because I never said when I could’ve said. Because I made it all about me coming to America and I liked you and wanted you to be my mom. . . .” He turned away from them all, raising his arm to cover his face.

			Rejoice scooted along the couch where they were sitting. She put her arms around him. She said, “Big bro, it’s so okay. I came to America anyway. You tried to tell them right when we got there to the orphanage. And me? I forgot I even had a brother, so I was always okay. We were both always okay.”

			“All’s well that ends well,” Dave Mathieson said.

			“I think we owe a lot to Becca,” Rhonda added.

			• • •

			BECCA HAD A small hope that Dave Mathieson might be of a different mind in the aftermath of the reunion and reconciliation among all of them. But that hope didn’t live long. Dave took her aside for a moment as Rejoice and Derric walked out to the car to make the drive back to La Conner.

			Dave said to Becca, “I need to thank you.”

			She was surprised. “What for?”

			“For finding Rejoice for him. Rhonda and I should have put in more effort, especially when those letters turned up.”

			“I had the advantage,” Becca said. “You knew he was writing to someone called Rejoice, but I knew Rejoice was his sister. And you did ask him about her. I think you did everything you were s’posed to do.”

			He ran his hand back through his salt-and-pepper hair. Up ahead, Derric and Rejoice laughed and bumped shoulders together and Rejoice cried out, “Oh totally no way!”

			Dave said, “One way or the other, you did a good thing. We’re grateful for that.” And then when Becca would have left in good spirits, he said, “Have you told him yet? Olivia Bolding and her search for Hannah Armstrong?”

			“I promise I will.”


			“I hope you keep that promise,” Dave replied. “Things need to be made right everywhere, and in this case, you’re the best person to do it.”
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			When Jenn was next at school, she knew that she had two things that she absolutely had to accomplish. As soon as she saw Becca, she set about accomplishing the first of them. She didn’t want to become some dumbo who crashed through her life burning personal bridges right, left, and center, and she understood that she’d come pretty close to doing this with more than one person in her immediate group of friends.

			In their shared English class, she passed a note to Becca— Talk to you whenever???—and waited to see what would happen. Becca looked over at her and nodded. She mouthed the word lunch and Jenn nodded back.

			They met outside. They went to the back of the school where they could watch the potheads slithering up to the woods of South Whidbey Community Park. It was the kind of day that suggested an early summer instead of twenty days of nice weather beginning sometime after the Fourth of July. In Washington, though, you never knew, so they held their faces up to the sun while it was available to them.

			“My life’s getting . . . well, it’s sort of complicated,” Jenn said.

			“Yeah?” Becca lowered her head. She took her earbud thing out of her ear and started searching around in her backpack till she brought out a pipe cleaner that she used on it. Jenn waited. Becca looked up. “I c’n hear you good without this,” she said. “Especially when it’s just you and me.”

			“Oh! I didn’t know that. Did you tell me before?”

			“Prob’ly not. I forget to sometimes. Anyway, what’s happening?”

			Jenn wasn’t quite sure how to put it. How do you tell someone who’s your BFF that you keep thinking about a girl, in a way you never thought you’d be thinking about a girl? She was drawn to Cynthia Richardson. She wanted to explore what this meant. But she was afraid of that exploration. So she also wanted to protect herself.

			Becca said slowly, “Hey, c’n I say something, Jenn?”

			“Sure.”

			“This might sound like la-la land, but Mrs. Kinsale’s always telling me that life is just life. People are who they are. No one’s s’posed to try to change anyone into being a way they aren’t, if you get what I mean.”

			Jenn nodded. She started at the only place she could think of to start. “I made the team,” she said. “The All Island team? I got picked second.”

			Becca dropped the earbud to her side in her haste to throw her arms around Jenn. “Awesome!” she cried. “I always knew you could do it!”

			“I wouldn’t have, though,” Jenn said. “Not without Cynthia and Lexie. They worked out with me and pushed me and Lexie . . . ? She even helped me get the job at G & G’s. And then when it came time for tryouts, Cynthia took me there and didn’t even try out herself.”

			“How come?”

			“She said she never meant to try out. She just wanted to help me because she thought I could make the team. She said she needs to stay in shape anyway ’cause of her scholarship to University of Virginia, so training me helped her to do that. But I’m not sure that was . . . well . . . all of it.”

			Becca blinked. For several seconds her eyes got all strange, like she’d stopped being able to see Jenn at all. But then she blinked another time and she was back to normal. She said, “I bet anything she did it for you.”

			“She thinks I’m good enough to get a scholarship if enough people see me on the All Island team, and—”

			“Sure, but it’s more than that. I bet she did it for you ’cause she’s into you.”

			“You think?”

			“Yeah. You’re into her, too, huh?”

			Jenn touched her fingers to her lips. “I keep telling myself I don’t want to be. Only, yeah, I might be. I want to, you know, be with her sometimes and other times I’m . . . I guess I’m scared.”

			“But scared’s not bad, is it?” Becca pointed out. “I mean, scared’s just . . . scared, right?”

			“I get that. Only my mom’s so freaked just ’cause I’m working for Gertie and Giselle. She’s gonna think they turned me into a lesbian or something if she knows I’m into Cynthia. And then . . . ? She’ll never let me go back home. But I can’t stay with the Richardsons forever. So I don’t know where . . .” Once she’d said that, Jenn realized how it sounded: like a manipulation. She hastened to add, “I got to apologize to you, Becca. I totally get why I couldn’t stay with Mr. Darrow. I got it right when you said it, but I was too mad and I expected that if you were my friend—”

			“I am your friend.”

			“—that you’d say sure to anything I needed. But sometimes friends have to say no and I get that it doesn’t mean anything other than saying no.” Now for the difficult part, Jenn thought, because if there was another no involved, she didn’t know where else she would turn if she had to find a place to live permanently.

			Before she could ask, Becca said, “You know, that room at Mrs. Kinsale’s house is still open. All’s you have to do is say it’s okay for her to at least try to get you and your mom back together. And really, Jenn, d’you think that’s a bad thing?”

			“Nah. I can see it’s pretty smart to try. It might be totally hopeless but it’s not bad. I’m okay with it all. Mrs. Kinsale, my mom, whatever.”

			“She’ll prob’ly want you to help take care of her dogs, though.”

			“I c’n get behind dogs.”

			“There’re five of them. Well four, really, because Oscar hardly counts as a dog. You want me to ask her when you can move in?”

			“I’d like that.” And as Becca stood and Jenn stood as well, she said to her, “C’n I ask, Becca . . . ?”

			Becca turned. “What?”

			“C’n I get you to be my BFF again?”

			Becca laughed and gave her a lighthearted punch on the shoulder. “Duh. Like I ever stopped?”

			• • •

			THAT TOOK CARE of the first accomplishment that Jenn had promised herself she would make. The second came on the day that the Gay Straight Alliance met. Jenn understood that it was a huge and scary step for her, but she figured it was one she had to take. After she survived her conversation with Becca, Jenn was ready.

			At lunch, she took her brown bag to room 210. There, she slid to the back of the classroom and decided she would just lurk and listen. But it turned out that this was impossible. There were only twelve kids present that day, and their sponsor, Tatiana Primavera, had a counseling motto that seemed to be “Tell everyone your truth as soon as possible.” Thankfully, the first truth she required of Jenn was only her name, which she mumbled at Ms. Primavera’s beaming, “And who’s our visitor today?” Then the counselor repeated it for all to hear: “Jenn McDaniels. Welcome, Jenn.”

			Cynthia mouthed the word hello at Jenn and glanced at Lexie, who raised her eyebrows and gave Jenn a thumbs up. The rest of the kids didn’t seem to notice or even care. They were busy with committee reports on the subject of the Rainbow Prom. The head of ticket sales was saying something about the LGBATQ community on campus. She wanted to know whether enough outreach was being done to the Qs.

			Jenn frowned at all the letters. She got L and G: lesbian and gay, but the rest pretty much mystified her. So she merely took everything in and asked herself what she’d been asking herself every day for months. Where did she fit in?

			Then the chair of the advertising committee stood to give his report. She’d seen him before: a senior boy who’d started a website featuring bow ties that he designed and made. The South Whidbey Record had done a story on him when he’d outfitted the entire Seattle Men’s Chorus with bow ties for an upcoming concert. He was wearing one of his creations now: sort of a Tommy-Bahama-married-to-Jerry-Garcia. He blended this with a tight-fitting vest and white dress shirt. His jeans were black. His shoes were yellow PF Flyers. He looked, she decided, pretty amazing. His name was Jeff but he insisted on Rupert. “Fits me better than Jeff,” he said.

			Now he was announcing that they had to increase their publicity if they wanted to bring in kids from Coupeville, where ticket sales were lagging. A dozen more posters were needed within two days, and they had to be good. “Volunteers?” he asked. “You don’t have to draw the images, just do the lettering and the colors. Believe me, a kindergartner could manage this.”

			Jenn looked around. It came to her that there were all types of kids in the room. It also came to her that she couldn’t distinguish which of the alphabet soup of letters that designated sexuality applied to which kid. They were just part of South Whidbey High School. There was no big deal with who they were or what they were, unless someone—like her—made it one.

			She raised her hand. Rupert’s face lit up. “Have I managed to convince someone that lettering posters isn’t a death sentence?”

			“Think you have,” Jenn told him. “I’ll do it.”

			“Available today?”


			“Today and whenever,” Jenn replied.
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			After their last conversation, Becca fully intended to keep her promise to Dave Mathieson. But she wanted to find the best opportunity to do so. She told herself she wasn’t avoiding anything in not telling Derric immediately about Hannah Armstrong. There were, after all, many other things going on.

			First of all, there was getting Jenn settled at Diana Kinsale’s house. After that, there was helping Seth figure out what to do about Prynne. Beyond that problem, there was the practice she had to continue: blocking whispers, trying to interpret the visions, trying to integrate the whispers and the visions, trying to understand what truly constituted a quickening. These were pressing issues. These were serious issues. They needed her attention first and foremost.

			Only, she knew that all of this was just an enormous jumble of avoiding what she had to do. In the middle of this jumble was the ugliness of her continuing to lie to Derric. Not only to lie to him, at this point, but also to lie to herself about the relative importance of all these things she just had to see to before she could see to the boy she loved.

			She went over in her head the trail of discovery that Olivia Bolding had been forging. So far she’d been to the Cliff Motel. She’d been to see the sheriff and after that she’d showed up to question Ralph Darrow, who had sent her on a useless mission to Saratoga Woods. There was really only one more place for Olivia Bolding to go in her search for Hannah Armstrong: the high school.

			Here, Becca had been most careful. She’d skipped photo day at school both of the Septembers that she’d been there. She’d never joined a club that would put her picture in the yearbook. She’d been caught by a photojournalist last year when a fire broke out at the county fairgrounds, but she didn’t see any reason why Olivia Bolding would start looking through old issues of the South Whidbey Record on the chance that Hannah Armstrong had been photographed at some time without her knowledge. So since the journalist knew her age—sixteen years old—she would have to come to the high school next. Becca could only hope that whoever looked at the pictures she was showing would either not recognize Becca King in the updated pictures of Hannah Armstrong or they would keep their mouths shut. Olivia Bolding was, after all, a reporter. Becca King was, after all, a minor. That had to count for something.

			She was able to cling to this belief for three days. On day number four, her world came crashing down.

			She and Derric were walking to his car. He was explaining that the Vicklands and the Mathiesons had met and were planning a large double-family get-together at Deception Pass State Park. He was in the midst of telling her that he really wanted her to go as well, when a woman’s voice spoke behind them.

			“You must be Hannah Armstrong at last.”

			Derric and Becca swung around. The reporter stood there. She wore a long, crushed linen blouse and Capri-length leggings. Inside her sandals, her toenails were painted red with a flower design rendered on each of the big ones. She held an iPhone in one hand and a stack of photos in the other.

			Derric said, “What?”

			She said, “You’re Derric, aren’t you? Sheriff Mathieson’s son? I did think he wasn’t quite telling me everything.” She shoved the iPhone in her shoulder bag and she fingered through the pictures, selecting one and handing it to Derric. She said, “Not bad, is it? Teenage girls generally want to lose weight. That’s how I saw it, and it seems I was right.” She turned to Becca. “Ms. Ward gave you up,” she told her, naming the school’s registrar. “One look at the picture and she said, ‘I knew Debbie Grieder was lying that day,’ and she told me the name you were using was Becca King and if I wanted to find you, I just needed to look for the sheriff’s son. Ms. Ward said Debbie Grieder had Rebecca King’s transcripts and a copy of her birth certificate and the rest was supposed to come in the mail but it never did. What I can’t work out is what her part in this is. I mean Debbie Grieder’s part. She’s certainly not your mom in disguise. But is she nearby, Hannah? Is your mom here on the island? In Everett? In Bellingham? Maybe in Seattle?”

			Derric said to Becca, “What the hell is going on?”

			Becca had been using the AUD box, but she now removed the earbud because her entire life as she’d known it depended upon her ability to read every nuance of the next few minutes. If this wasn’t her personal quickening, she was going to have to make it her quickening.

			• • •

			LATER, BECCA WOULDN’T be able to recall the exact order in which things happened and in which things were said in those critical moments. Most of it was a blur. She knew she began with “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” which she said to Olivia Bolding. She knew that Olivia responded by saying to Derric, “Her real name is Hannah Armstrong. She hasn’t told you, has she? She hasn’t mentioned San Diego and what happened there: her stepfather Jeff Corrie. His partner Connor West. A whole pile of missing money.”

			Derric looked sick to his stomach. Becca said to him, “What she’s saying isn’t true. Derric—”

			Olivia cut in, saying, “Lies have a way of catching up with you,” which Becca knew was the absolute case, because Derric’s lies had caught up with him. Only, his lies had had a happy ending, whereas hers weren’t going anywhere close to that.

			Whispers were everywhere. They were coming too quickly for Becca to be able to process them and to attach them to the thinker: No way no way but always knew I could last night there was always a moment to get her away from here she knows the truth there’s a story how much I wanted we were always going to be this is it . . . In the past, there had been moments in which Becca could work with what was flooding her head, and when she couldn’t do that but instead needed to think clearly, she had the AUD box to help with that. But she couldn’t risk the AUD box now because she couldn’t risk losing the opportunity that might arise from within someone’s thoughts to lead her to the proper next move. She felt as if she’d lost every power she’d ever had to hear whispers in a way that would help her, to see visions, to recognize who was thinking what, and to determine if only vaguely what they intended to do.

			Derric said faintly, “Why?” and that was it. Before Becca could reply, he had simply walked away.

			• • •

			SHE FACED OLIVIA Bolding squarely. She knew that there was no way the reporter could actually prove anything. No one on the island aside from Diana Kinsale was aware that Becca King could hear whispers as well as see the memories of other people in the form of visions. So all she had to do was keep bluffing.

			She said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			Timeline was the only whisper in response and then, “Your stepdad does, though.”

			“What stepdad?”

			Olivia smiled. “You must mean which one of the five you’ve had. I’ve done my homework, Hannah. That’s what I do. It’s what I’m good at. Just like you’re good at what you do.”

			Becca said nothing. She also picked up nothing. She wondered if this meant that Olivia’s thoughts matched her words or if the reporter had worked out how to keep them from escaping as Diana had done.

			Olivia went on to say, “Your neighbor in San Diego didn’t know the exact date that you and your mom left, but Jeff Corrie did. Allowing for a meandering drive from there to here to confuse the trail, it sounded reasonable to me that it would take a couple of weeks for you and your mom to get here. It was only a matter of logic. And I’ve always been very logical.”

			Becca said nothing. She glanced in the direction Derric had taken. She was in time to see him drive off, practically spinning the wheels of the Forester in his haste to get away from her.

			She knew she’d dealt their relationship a death blow, and she figured he was going directly to his father in order to confirm what Olivia Bolding had said to him. She also knew that all she’d ever had to do was to tell Derric the truth about who she was. Not about the whispers and the visions, but at least about her name and about her flight from San Diego.

			Instead of seeing Olivia’s memories, Becca suddenly saw her own. Foremost among them was that first night on the ferry, coming over from the mainland to Whidbey Island. She’d turned from the view of the massive trees rising up into an evening sky, and she’d seen an unmistakably African boy in the passenger seat of a sheriff’s car. They’d locked eyes briefly, and her life had never been the same.

			Olivia’s words intruded into that memory. “What I’ve heard from Connor West is that you’ve got a very interesting talent. What I’ve heard from him is that you can read minds.” Can you read mine do you know what Connor West told me Hannah would you like to know.

			Becca blinked but otherwise kept her face impassive. If she showed no sign, Olivia knew nothing.

			Would you like to know I think you’d like to know he’s not your friend not like I can be if you let me.

			Becca remained firm. It was like being tempted by the devil.

			Olivia said, “What I know is that you read minds for his company for three years, going in and out of the conference room at your stepdad’s investment company, an innocent girl with an afterschool job and a summer job bringing coffee and tea and whatever to people of a certain age who wanted their money to go further in their retirement so they came to Corrie West Investments to see how this might be possible. I know your part was to listen carefully. Your part was to report what you picked up from their thoughts. Your stepdad and his partner would then design a package that quelled the old folks’ every unspoken fear about ending up in life without any money and living under a bridge.”

			Becca saw that in silence lay power. There was simply nothing Olivia Bolding could do as long as she kept her face a perfect blank.

			“It was a great idea. It might have gone on forever. But something happened to bring it all to an end. So you and your mom went one way, Connor West went another, and Jeff Corrie remained in San Diego, where he ended up holding the bag. Which he didn’t much like. Understandably. Who would?” Olivia paused. She glanced at her smart phone, as if expecting a message. Becca figured she was doing it for effect. She then went on. “What I haven’t been able to work out is why all of this happened. Not bilking money, of course. People are greedy. I get that. But I don’t get the running-off bit unless someone—like you—knew the whole scheme was about to collapse and unless someone—like your mom—knew how to put her hands on Jeff Corrie’s half of the money and run off with it.”

			“No way!” Becca cried. “We—” And then she stopped herself. She whirled around, set to run.

			Olivia grabbed her. The vision was there: that final used-car lot where Becca and her mom had traded for the last car, the one that had brought them to Whidbey Island, the 1992 Ford Explorer. How had she found that place? Becca asked herself. In that moment, she missed her mom so badly that she cried out with the pain of it and in that cry, she knew she’d given the game away.

			Olivia linked her arm tightly with Becca’s. There was no way that she could escape. Even when she pulled, Olivia held her fast.

			The visions began to come one up after the other, like a motion picture being run too fast: talking to their next-door neighbor in San Diego; talking to Connor West; looking at a photo album in which Becca could see the pictures of her as a child and a hand removing those pictures and passing them over and then the sight of Jeff Corrie as the person doing it; talking to someone in an office with piles of papers and awards on shelves.

			“I’m just after a story,” Olivia said. “I’m not trying to wreck your life.”

			“You just wrecked it,” Becca said.

			“I haven’t. And only part of the story is here, right now. I’m not writing it till I have the rest. There’s no point. My editor wouldn’t take it, and I don’t write anything my editor won’t take.”

			“So?”

			“So I need to find the other half of this story. I need to find your mom.”

			Becca laughed bitterly. “Good luck with that. I’ve been trying to find her since the night I got here. I got no clue where she is.”

			“I can find her,” Olivia insisted. “When I do, will you talk to me?”

			“How can you do something that no one else can?”

			“I found you, didn’t I?” Olivia said. “I can find her. Will you help me do it?”

			“What’s in it for you if I do?” Becca asked her.

			“An exclusive. That’s all I want.”

			“That and a Pulitzer Prize,” Becca pointed out.

			Olivia shrugged, a delicate movement that Becca could imagine won hearts and souls and the trust of people she interviewed. “If that happens, I’ll take it. What do you say? Do you want my help in finding your mother?”


			“I don’t see I have any choice,” Becca told her.
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			The thing was, Seth loved her. The thing was, you don’t abandon someone you love just because life gets tough. If you find out they have a problem, you step up to the plate to help them solve it.

			He believed Prynne. He believed in Prynne. He believed her when she said she’d tried, that she didn’t want to be an addict, and he believed she had the power inside her to win the coming battle. He understood that she had to keep doing heroin until he could find the best recovery place for her. If she didn’t do that, she might catapult herself into a withdrawal that none of them would be able to handle. She protested at first when he told her that he was looking for a recovery place for her, one that would work this time. She said, “I should be doing that at least” to which he replied, “Your hard work is coming. Let me do this part.”

			She told him she loved him and she would always love him: for caring so much when others had discarded her. “You’re the best,” she said. “There’s no one like you.”

			What Seth did first was talk to Jake. He made Prynne talk to Jake with him. The plan was that she would smoke just enough junk to keep herself from going into withdrawal. In the meantime, Seth would search for the best place for her to get over it.

			Jake didn’t like this plan. He didn’t like the idea of anyone doing heroin anywhere near Grand. But after listening to both of them swear that this would work and that Prynne was serious, he reluctantly said he would keep the peace and not let anyone know what was going on.

			Seth couldn’t bring himself to tell his parents. His mom had been right in voicing her early concerns about Prynne. But she had been wrong in thinking that sticking with Prynne was going to mean permanent trouble for him.

			So Seth worked on finding a place for her to go into recovery. He looked at programs in Seattle, Portland, Eugene, Spokane, Pullman, Ellensburg, and Bellingham. He rejected them. Some were too vague with their promises and others were too far away. He wanted Prynne near enough for him to visit her because he wanted to be able to encourage her. The program that looked the most promising turned out to be in Burlington, well within striking distance of Whidbey Island.

			The cost was staggering, though. He discovered that depending upon the person’s need, the price tag would be between $10K and $40K. Need was determined in an intake interview, physical exam, and conversations with a psychologist and an addiction specialist. An individual program would then be designed, and the addict would first go through withdrawal under the care of a physician. After that, the real work of recovering would begin.

			“But it works?” Seth said.

			That would always depend on the addict, he was told. The individual would have to spend the rest of her life fighting the hunger for heroin. This was impossible to do alone.

			“I’ll be there for her.”

			Which was nice, he was told. But the addict needed the support of other addicts who were also in recovery. Giving up heroin did not stop a person from being an addict. That person was just someone currently not using the substance to which he was addicted. That was why the addict needed the support of other similar people trying not to use again.

			Seth felt discouraged at this news. His picture had been that Prynne would go somewhere, get the heroin out of her system, and return to him as the Prynne he’d first met, the love of his life, his partner and his friend. That this would not be the case was something he needed to talk about, and he wanted Becca to be his listener.

			But he was on his own. Something had happened with Becca. He knew it wasn’t good, and he knew it was about Derric, who was totally missing in action. But when Seth asked her about it, Becca only shook her head and got teary-eyed. Seth didn’t want to force the issue. So he let it go because of his own concerns, the biggest one of which was how to come up with the money to pay for the program in Burlington.

			Oddly enough, it was his aunt Brenda and her husband who gave him the answer, on an evening when Seth and Grand were having a go at playing chess again. Seth had just taken the second of Grand’s castles, when a triple knock at the front door—taptapTAP—told him trouble was on its way.

			Brenda had been keeping her distance, but the rest of the family hadn’t taken heart from this. They knew that Brenda wasn’t the kind of person who was going to give up easily, since mostly she never gave up at all.

			When she and Seth’s uncle Mike entered, Aunt Brenda was all smiles. She was wearing her Medina best: from the sunglasses perched on the top of her head to the designer stilettos on her feet. Seth gawped at these and wondered how the heck Brenda had got down the hill in them. Uncle Mike was duded up as well: GQ central, right down to the three-day-old beard thing that he had going.

			Brenda came over to the chess table. She knelt at Grand’s side, took his good hand in her own, and said to him, “I’ve been a mule about everything, Dad. I hope you’ll forgive me.”

			Grand’s bushy eyebrows moved toward each other. He didn’t say anything. Neither did Seth. Celia was puttering around in the kitchen and she called out something about coffee and cake, which everyone except Uncle Mike turned down.

			Brenda said, “I completely understand that you want to stay here in the house, Dad, and Mike and I have finally come up with a way that you can do it. It’s a compromise, but I believe it’s one that all of us can live with.”

			There was something about her approach that Seth didn’t like. She was being too oily, he thought. It was the only word that he could come up with to describe how smooth her presentation was. He said, “I c’n call Dad so you c’n tell him whatever you got to say.”

			Brenda looked at him brightly. “Of course you can,” she said. “But we don’t have a lot of time right now. Mike?”

			Seth’s uncle pulled a chair over to join them. Together they unfolded their plan: Grand would definitely stay in his house. In fact, he would stay in his house till he gave the word that he wished to live elsewhere. Since the current setup had people coming and going all the time—Jake, Celia, Becca, Seth, Prynne—and since there was no real expert there to work with Grand, an honest-to-goodness nursing and physical therapy staff was going to be employed for him. There would be a twenty-four-hour nurse on the premises along with an aide. A physical therapist and a speech therapist would come and go on a regular basis. Nutritious meals would be provided. The only thing that would really change was that family and friends would not be responsible for his care and could thus be able to get on with their lives.

			Seth was seething at the end of this. Grand merely looked confused. Seth said, “So how’s this all supposed to be paid for? Did you and Uncle Mike decide to fund it?”

			“We do have three children in college, sweetie,” Aunt Brenda said coolly.

			“Whatever. So how’s this plan of yours going to be paid for?” Seth felt hot under the collar with the way she’d spoken to him.

			“Mike will explain,” she said.

			This was, obviously, where they’d been heading. Uncle Mike spoke directly to Grand. Ralph, he said, was sitting on over 170 acres of forest, and Mike had a buyer who wanted to purchase 165 of those acres for a destination resort. He’d be putting a hotel and spa at the highest point on the property, so Ralph wouldn’t have to see it. No one would see it, in fact, until they actually arrived. This resort would have a 360-degree view that would encompass the forest below it, the waters around Whidbey Island, the Olympic Peninsula, Camano Island, and the Cascades with the crown jewel of Mount Baker shimmering in the distance. It would have a yoga studio, a thirty-thousand-square-foot spa, two swimming pools—one outdoor and one indoor—trails for hiking, lawns for lounging, quiet rooms for reading and napping. . . .

			“The whole nine yards,” Uncle Mike finished. He added that a resort of this kind would bring an enormous amount of money to Whidbey Island. People would come by boat and be picked up at the Langley marina; they would come by car from the mainland; they would come by bus from Canada. The resort would be a destination, and creating this destination would be good for them all. Grand’s 170 acres merely needed to be platted appropriately so that he would retain the five remaining acres and live comfortably upon them.

			“So,” Brenda said in happy conclusion, “you won’t ever have to leave home again, Dad. I get how important that is to you.”

			“Uh. . . . ’Scuse me?” Seth said. “Thing is, Aunt Brenda, you don’t get everything.”

			She put a manicured hand to her chest and said, “Exactly what don’t I get?”

			“Grand gave the property to me.”

			Such utter silence greeted this that you could hear the wind stirring the branches in the nearby cedar. Brenda finally gathered herself enough to say, “What do you mean, he ‘gave’ it to you? One doesn’t just ‘give’ property to someone. There’re procedures to be followed. You’ve probably mistaken a conversation you had or a remark he made.”

			“Nah,” Seth said. “You c’n check it all out. See, Grand kept saying ‘banks’ to us and we kept thinking he was telling us to go around to the banks for some reason. You knew that, right?” He didn’t wait for a reply because he was sort of enjoying watching his aunt trying not to fall over, since she’d never risen from her position in front of her father and her stilettos were tough to keep her balance on, considering the shock she was in the process of having. “Well, the thing is, he didn’t mean banks like in where you keep your money. He meant Betty Banks.”

			“Who the hell is Betty Banks?” Mike was still seated but he’d leaned forward and he thrust his face in line with Seth’s.

			“She’s the land attorney who did the paperwork. This was about two years ago. I signed it but I didn’t know what it was. You know me: too dumbnuts to read all that legal stuff. I thought maybe it was his will or something.”

			“Let me get this straight,” Brenda said evenly. “You signed a document and you had no idea what it was.”

			“Like I said, I’m dumb,” Seth told her. “Anyways, Grand took me to someone, and I signed and he signed and there was this person who stamped it and made it all official and recorded it in a book and the whole deal. So the thing is . . . ? It’s not up to Grand when it comes to selling property. It’s up to me.”

			Brenda took this in with ever widening eyes. She turned to her father, who was watching her as he’d been watching her since she’d entered the house. She said, “But . . . why? I’m your daughter. Rich is your son. What were you thinking? You had to have been . . .” She whirled on Seth and nearly fell over for good. “You tricked him!” she cried.

			“I didn’t trick anyone,” Seth said. “I wouldn’t even know how. I’m way too dumb. Like I said, check it out. And just to add . . . well . . . no one’s building anything around here.”

			• • •

			THEY LEFT WITH promises of lawsuits and court appearances and blah blah blah. But Seth knew that Grand was smart enough to have hired an attorney who knew how to do things right. So the land was safe. Only . . . there was still Prynne, her recovery, and the cost of it.

			He had to tell Grand about her, and he did. He told the whole story, leaving nothing out. Addiction, heroin, Port Gamble and her parents, Port Townsend and Steve, his mom’s Oxy, the failed trip to Seattle to play for the music agent, Jake’s discovery of the heroin, his confrontation of Prynne, her need for treatment, his search for a place she could go. And finally the cost.

			Ralph didn’t flinch from any of it. Seth knew that his grandfather wanted to talk to him in the old way, in the warm and supportive and loving and wise way that he’d always employed in the past. But he hadn’t progressed far enough with language to do that, and chances were that he never would. Seth nearly lost his courage then. To continue, to get to the crux of the matter, felt like a blow he’d be dealing Ralph, felt like a betrayal of him by the very person his granddad had decided to trust. But a human life had to be worth more than land. And he knew he couldn’t live with himself if he allowed his own actions to discount that fact. So Seth told him he would have to sell some of the property in order to get the money to send Prynne to a recovery program. He knew his grandfather understood what he meant, but he wondered how Ralph would find the words or even the way to give a reply.

			There was silence for a bit. Seth waited and watched. Please, he thought. Please understand. Ralph finally raised his good hand. He reached onto the table where the chess set was. He toppled his own king. Seth watched him do it and then raised his eyes to meet the blue eyes of his grandfather that had shone with love upon him for his entire life.


			Ralph smiled and spoke, for the first time, quite distinctly. “Favorite male grandchild,” was what he said.
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			When Cynthia invited Jenn to go to the Rainbow Prom with her, Jenn hesitated. It was one thing to attend meetings of the Gay Straight Alliance and to help Rupert with the posters. Going to the prom itself—not to mention going with Cynthia—meant moving forward in a way she wasn’t sure about.

			It was Mrs. Kinsale who persuaded her. She said, in that Mrs. Kinsale way of hers that Jenn was becoming used to, “You’ve taken a step, Jenn: the meeting at school. This is just another that you might want to take. It might help to remember that to get anywhere, you always have to take the steps.” When Jenn had asked her where she was supposed to be going, Mrs. Kinsale smiled and replied, “Where we’re all going: into greater understanding and into the future.”

			Jenn hadn’t expected to like this old lady. She’d decided she would keep her distance. She figured she would merely do her bit in exchange for a place to stay. Her bit was the dogs: cleaning their run—they pooped like hell on wheels, she discovered—exercising them either in the back yard or in the field next-door or down on the beach, feeding them, and making sure they had water. She also did some gardening under Mrs. Kinsale’s careful direction. She also kept the pots watered and the flower beds weeded and the lawns mowed. Mrs. Kinsale did the cooking, though. Jenn’s skill there was limited to making something from nothing, and faced with a refrigerator and cupboards and a pantry that were well stocked, she was out of her depth.

			Her dad had come twice to see her, once with Petey and Andy, who tumbled on the lawn with the dogs, rolling in ecstasy with furry playmates who were only too happy to wrestle with them. The other time, he and Jenn and Mrs. Kinsale had sat in her sunroom, and Bruce and Mrs. Kinsale—to Jenn’s astonishment—had tested a brew and Jenn had sampled her dad’s newest venture, which was homemade soft drinks.

			During that visit, Jenn’s dad had told Mrs. Kinsale that he was a live-and-let-live kind of person. He said that, frankly, he didn’t care one way or the other what Jenn decided about her sexual preference, but the real difficulty lay with Kate. “She has beliefs like we all do,” was how he put it, “and I respect that. I can keep trying to bring her around, but right now she doesn’t want to see Jennie, and that’s how it is.”

			Mrs. Kinsale said that she understood, and what could Jenn do but say the same? Mrs. Kinsale also said, after Bruce McDaniels had left, that time and patience sometimes surprised one with the changes they could bring about. Jenn had her doubts about that, but since she was a guest, she went with the program and said she hoped that would apply to her mom.

			When it came time for the Rainbow Prom, Jenn went with the program again. She accepted the invitation with Cynthia and was relieved when she learned that Lexie and Brian were going with them. There remained, then, only a costume to create, and in this, Jenn discovered that Mrs. Kinsale had a whimsical side to her. Once she heard from Jenn that the theme was steam punk but that the kids really didn’t have to go in costumes, Mrs. Kinsale pointed out that costumes were at least 50 percent of the fun and they would design something together.

			They began with an ancient—and truly epic—flight jacket that had belonged to Mrs. Kinsale’s father. To that they added an old pair of her black jeans that she turned into something that she called jodhpurs. A trip to Senior Thrift up in Freeland unearthed a pair of knee-high brown boots that they polished to a dazzling shine, and the finishing piece was a baseball cap that Mrs. Kinsale turned into an old-fashioned flight helmet. To this, she added a pair of swim goggles, and Jenn was set. When she put it all on, she felt bizarre, but Mrs. Kinsale said, “Just you wait. You’ll be the best outfitted young lady there.”

			When Cynthia arrived in her Seahawks-decorated Honda, Brian and Lexie trooped up to Mrs. Kinsale’s front door with her. It turned out that this was to be a group activity from start to finish: “One for all and all for one,” was how Lexie put it. She was outfitted as a steam punk ballerina, in a black leather bustier, lace tights, a tutu dyed black like the nasty Swan Lake bird, and Doc Martens boots. Cynthia and her brother had chosen matching tuxedos. They wore top hats, tails, white silk scarves, and white gloves. They’d somehow come up with matching monocles, too. Jenn didn’t know what their get-ups had to do with steam punk, but it didn’t matter when you looked that good, she figured.

			As they came in the door where Mrs. Kinsale was waiting with her camera to document the event, Brian greeted Jenn in his typical way. “You were welcome in my bedroom as long as you didn’t mess with the constellations, you know. Did they offend you? Was it me? You know I always just talk and you’ve got to tell me when I say the wrong thing because I don’t know whereas Cynthia is someone who can tell when she’s said the wrong thing so of course I rely on her.”

			“It wasn’t you,” Jenn said. “But you know . . . house guests and fish?”

			Brian said, “House guests and fish . . . Is this a form of syllogism?”

			“They both stink after three days,” Lexie told him.

			“But if a person bathes and wears deodorant, there wouldn’t be a stink,” Brian pointed out. “Don’t you wear deodorant?” he asked Jenn. “Antiperspirants have caused concern in some corners, but deodorants don’t—”

			“Asperger’s,” Cynthia told him. “Jenn meant that guests shouldn’t hang around too long.”

			“But aren’t you two in love? It seems to me that if two people, no matter their sexual inclination, have feelings that—”

			“Asperger’s, Aspergers!” Cynthia declared. To Jenn’s surprise, the older girl was blushing.

			Mrs. Kinsale was the one to intervene. “Pictures, everyone,” she said and shepherded them into her living room to memorialize the Rainbow Prom with photos before she sent them off into the evening.

			Deer Grange was the site of the prom, a smallish building that sat above Lone Lake. It was right off the road with a small parking lot in front, and Jenn saw when they pulled into it that the prom was going to be successful. Not only were there cars parked in virtually every space, but kids were also being dropped off by their parents. Some were in costume, some were in prom clothes, some were just in jeans and T-shirts.

			They trooped toward the building. Through the windows Jenn could see the decorations that had been devised. There were steam punk flying machines, steam punk trains, steam punk clocks, and steam punk motorcars. She could hear the music and the voice of the DJ that the Alliance had hired. It was like any other dance that might occur on Whidbey Island. At the same time it was unlike any dance she’d ever seen.

			Cynthia said to everyone, “So. It’s happening. You guys ready?” although she looked only at Jenn.

			“Born ready,” was Lexie’s reply.

			“Dressed and dapper,” was how Brian put it.

			Jenn swallowed and wondered what it would mean to walk through that door in Cynthia’s company. She was her date, after all, no matter that they’d come with the others. But she remembered what Mrs. Kinsale had said about taking steps. You didn’t get anywhere if you weren’t willing to move yourself forward in some way.

			She held out her hand. Cynthia took it. “Let’s do this,” Jenn said.

			• • •

			INSIDE, MUCH TO her surprise, the first person Jenn saw was Becca. She wasn’t in costume. She also wasn’t with Derric. She waved hi, though, and Jenn went over to her, saying to Cynthia, “Be right back.”

			“OMG,” Becca said as Jenn joined her. “You look amazing. Did Mrs. Kinsale help you make that? How’s it going so far?”

			“She’s cool. For an old lady.” Jenn looked around. “So where’s the man?”

			“Derric?”

			“Uh . . . is there another?”

			Becca offered a sad smile. “I think we’re over.”

			Jenn lowered her flight goggles, as if for a closer examination of her friend. “No way, Becca. He’s like . . . I mean he’s always been totally into you.”

			“He’s not into me anymore, and I don’t blame him,” Becca said. “Anyway,” she added with forced good cheer, “you look terrific. I wanted to see everything. It’s totally great. Where’d you guys get all the stuff for the costume?”

			“Becca . . .” Jenn began in a don’t-avoid-me voice.

			But Becca shook her head and gave a wave of her hand that said she wouldn’t talk about Derric. Not now. Not here. She said, “I have a date, though. Around here somewhere. Oh yeah. Here he comes.”

			Jenn swung around. To her surprise, Squat Cooper was approaching, two cups of punch in his hands. In spite of herself, Jenn grinned when she saw him. What he was wearing made any other reaction impossible. He had on a wet suit, underwater goggles, a snorkel, and hiking boots.

			“Holy crap,” she said when he joined them. He handed Becca one of the paper cups and offered the other to Jenn. She took it. “What are you supposed to be? And what the aitch are you doing here anyway?”

			“Posters said anyone could come,” Squat told her. “Me and Becca decided we were part of anyone. We didn’t communicate about the costume part though. She’s showing remarkable forbearance in being seen with me.”

			“Geez, Squat. Aren’t you hot in that get-up?”

			He grinned. Then he leered at her in that old Squat way. “Do you think so? I did. Thanks.”

			They laughed together. Becca joined them in the laughter although she looked sad around her eyes. Jenn said, “I already said this to Becca, but I know I got to say it to you, too. I’m sorry, Squat. I’ve been treating you bad.”

			He shrugged. “Believe me, that’s nothing new. Anyway, I mouthed off a bunch. I’m sorry, too.”

			“Friends, then? Like me and Becca?”

			He looked from her to Becca and back again. “Works for me,” he said. And then he added to Becca, “You care if I . . . ?” and nodded at Jenn.

			Becca, in that way of hers, seemed to know exactly what he meant. “Go for it,” she said. “I want to look closer at the steam punk train.”

			She went off to do so, leaving Squat and Jenn alone. Squat glanced in the direction of the DJ, where Cynthia and Lexie had begun to dance. He said to Jenn, “You want to dance? I mean, I guess I’m the wrong sex, but we could always pretend.”

			“Pretend what exactly?” Jenn asked him curiously.

			He seemed to think about this before he replied. “Whatever you want,” he said.
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