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For Gail Tsukiyama, beloved younger sister,
who said the word that gave me the story


I have done nothing but in care of thee,

Of thee my dear one, thee my daughter who

Art ignorant of what thou art …

William Shakespeare,

The Tempest


PART ONE

Deception Pass


Cilla’s World

I was two years old when I came to my parents, but the only memories I have before the memories of them are like dreams. I’m carried. There’s water nearby. I’m cold. Someone runs with me in his arms. My head is pressed so hard to his shoulder that it hurts every time he takes a step. And I know it’s a he, by the way he’s holding me. For holding doesn’t come naturally to men.

It’s nighttime and I remember lights. I remember voices. I remember shivering with fear and with wet. Then something warm is around me and my shivering stops and then I sleep.

After that, with another flash of a dream, I see myself in another place. A woman tells me she’s Mommy now and she points to a man whose face looms over mine and he says that he’s Daddy now. But they are not my parents and they never will be, just as the words they say are not my words and they never will be. That has been the source of my trouble.

I don’t speak. I only walk and point and observe. I get along by doing what I am told. But I fear things that other children don’t fear.

I fear water most of all, and this is a problem from the very start. For I live with the mommy and the daddy in a house that sits high above miles of water and from the windows of this place, water is all that I see. This makes me want to hide in the house, but a child can’t do that when there is church to attend and school to enroll in as the child gets older.

I don’t do those things. I try to do them, the mommy and the daddy try to make me do them, and other people try as well. But all of us fail.

This is why I end up far away, in a place where there is no water. There are people who poke me. They prod me. They talk over my head. They watch me on videos. They present me with pictures. They ask me questions. What I hear is “You have to do something with her, that’s why we brought her” and the words mean nothing to me. But I recognize in the sound of the words a form of farewell.

So I remain in this no-water place, where I learn the rudiments that go for human life. I learn to clean and to feed myself. But that is the extent of what I learn. Give me a simple task and I can do it if I’m shown exactly what to do, and from this everyone begins to understand that there is nothing wrong with my memory. That, however, is all they understand. So they label me their mystery. It’s a blessing, they say, that at least I can walk and feed and clean myself. That, they say, is cause for celebration.

So I’m finally returned to the mommy and the daddy. Someone declares, “You’re eighteen years old now. Isn’t that grand?” and although these words mean nothing to me, from them I understand things will be different. What’s left, then, is a drive in the car on a January morning of bitter cold, a celebration picnic because I’ve come home.

We go to a park. We drive for what seems like a very long time to get to the place. We cross a high bridge and the mommy calls out, “Close your eyes, Cilla! There’s water below!” I do what she says, and soon enough the bridge is behind us. We turn in among trees that soar into the sky and we follow a twisting road down and down and covered with the foliage of cedars shed in winter storms.

At the bottom of the road, there’s a place for cars. There are picnic tables and the mommy says, “What a day for a picnic! Have a look at the beach while I set up, Cilla. I know how you like to look at the beach.”

The daddy says, “Yep. Come on, Cill,” and when he trudges toward a thick growth of shiny-leafed bushes beneath the trees, I follow him to a path that cuts through it. Here is a trail, part sand and part dirt, where we pass beneath cedars and firs and we brush by ferns and boulders and at last we come to the beach.

I do not fear beaches, only the water that edges them. Beaches themselves I love with their salty scents and the thick, crawling serpents of seaweed that slither across them. Here there is driftwood worn smooth by the water. Here there are great boulders to climb. Here an eagle flies high in the air and a seagull caws and a dead salmon lies in the cold harsh sun.

I stop at this fish. I bend to inspect it. I bend closer to smell it. It makes my eyes sting.

The seagull caws again and the eagle cries. It swoops and soars and I follow its flight with my gaze. North it flies, and it disappears high beyond the trees.

I watch for its return, but the bird is gone. So is, I see, the daddy who led me down through the trees and onto this beach. He’d stopped where the sand met the trail through the woods. He’d said, “Think I’ll have me a cancer stick. Don’t tell Herself, huh, Cill?” but I have walked on. He has perhaps returned to the car for the promised picnic, and now I am alone. I don’t like the alone or the nearness of the water. I hurry back to the spot where the car is parked.

But it, too, is gone, just like the daddy. So is the mommy. In the place where the picnic was supposed to be, only two things stand on the lichenous table beneath the trees. One is a sandwich wrapped in plastic. The other is a small suitcase with wheels.

I approach these objects. I look around. I see, I observe, I point as always. But there is no one in this place to respond to me.

I am here, wherever this is, alone.
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When people said “Money isn’t everything,” Jenn McDaniels knew two things about them. First, they’d never been poor. Second, they didn’t have a clue what being poor was like. Jenn was poor, she’d been poor for all of her fifteen years, and she had a whole lot more than just a clue about the kinds of things you had to do when you didn’t have money. You bought your clothes at thrift stores, you put together meals from food banks, and when something came along that meant you had even the tiniest chance of escaping bedsheets for curtains and a life of secondhand everything, you did what it took.

That was what she was up to on the afternoon that Annie Taylor drove into her life. Had the condition of the very nice silver Honda Accord not told Jenn that Annie Taylor didn’t belong on Whidbey Island – for God’s sake the car was actually clean! – the Florida plates would have done the job. As would have Annie Taylor’s trendy clothes and her seriously fashionable spiky red hair. She got out of the Accord, put one hand on her hip, said to Jenn, “This is Possession Point, right?” and frowned at the obstacle course that Jenn had set up the length of the driveway.

This obstacle course was Jenn’s tiniest chance to escape the bedsheet curtains and the secondhand everything. It was also her chance to escape Whidbey Island altogether. The course consisted of trash can lids, broken toilet seats, bait buckets, floats, and ripped-up life jackets, all of which stood in for the traffic cones that any other kid – like a kid with money – might have used for a practice session. Her intention had been one hour minimum of dribbling up and down this obstacle course. Tryouts for the All Island Girls’ Soccer team were coming up in a few months, and Jenn was going to make the team. Center midfielder! A blazing babe with amazing speed! Her dexterity unquestioned! Her future assured! University scholarship, here I come … Only at the moment, Annie Taylor’s car was in the way. Or Jenn was in Annie’s way, depending on how you looked at things.

Jenn said yeah, this was Possession Point, and she made no move to clear the way so that Annie could drive forward. Frankly, she saw no reason to. The redhead clearly didn’t belong here, and if she wanted to look at the view – such as it was, which wasn’t much – then she was going to have to take her butt down to the water on foot.

Jenn dribbled the soccer ball toward a broken toilet seat lid, dodging and feinting. She did a bit of clever whipping around to fool her opponents. She was ready to move the ball past a trash can lid when Annie Taylor called out, “Hey! Sorry? C’n you tell me … I’m looking for Bruce McDaniels.”

Jenn halted and looked over her shoulder. Annie added, “D’you know him? He’s supposed to live here. He’s got a key for me. I’m Annie Taylor, by the way.”

Jenn scooped up the ball with a sigh. She knew Bruce, all right. Bruce was her dad. The last time she’d seen him he’d been sampling five different kinds of home brew on the front porch, despite the early February cold, with the beers lined up on the railing so that he could “admire the head on each” before he chugged. He brewed his beer in a shed on the property that he always kept locked up like Fort Knox. When he wasn’t brewing, he was selling the stuff under the table. When he wasn’t doing that, he was selling bait to fishermen who were foolhardy enough to tie their boats up to his decrepit dock.

Annie Taylor’s mentioning a key made Jenn first think that her dad was handing over his Fort-Knox-of-Brewing shed to a stranger. But then Annie added, “There’s a trailer here, right? I’m moving into it. The man I’m renting from – Eddie Beddoe? – he said Bruce would be waiting for me with the key. So is he down there?” She gestured past the obstacle course. Jenn nodded yeah, but what she was thinking was that Annie had to be talking about a different trailer because no way could anyone live in the wreck that had stood abandoned not far from Jenn’s house for all of her life.

Annie said, “Great. So if you don’t mind …? C’n I …? Well, can I get this stuff out of the way?”

Jenn began to kick her obstacles to one side of the lane. Annie came to help, leaving her Honda running. She was tall – but since Jenn was only five two, pretty much everyone was tall – and she had lots of freckles. What she was wearing looked like something she’d purchased in Bellevue on her way to the island: skinny jeans, boots, a turtleneck sweater, a parka, a scarf. She looked like an ad for the outdoor life in Washington State, except what she had on was way too put together to be something a real outdoorsman would wear. Jenn couldn’t help wondering what the hell Annie Taylor was doing here aside from being on the run from the law.

Soccer ball under her arm, she trailed Annie’s car to the vicinity of the trailer. Her reaction to the sight of it, Jenn decided, was going to be more interesting than dribbling.

“Oh!” was the expression on Annie Taylor’s face when Jenn caught up to her. It wasn’t the oh of “Oh how cool,” though. It was more the oh of “Oh my God, what have I done?” She’d gotten out of her car and was standing transfixed, with all her attention on the only trailer in the vicinity. “This is … uh … it?” she said with a glance at Jenn.

“Pretty cool, huh?” Jenn replied sardonically. “If you’re into living with black mold and mildew, you’re in the right place.”

“Possession Point,” Annie said, pretty much to herself. And again then to Jenn, “This is … for real? I mean, this is it? You don’t live here, too, do you?” Annie looked around but, of course, there wasn’t much to see that would reassure anyone about this dismal place.

Jenn pointed out her house, a short distance away and closer to the water. The building was old but in marginally better condition than the trailer. It was gray clapboard, with a questionable roof, and just beyond it at the edge of the water, a bait shack tumbled in the direction of a dock. Both of these structures seemed to rise out of the heaps of driftwood, piles of old nets, and masses of everything from overturned aluminum boats to upended toilets.

As Annie Taylor took all this in, Jenn’s father, Bruce, came out of the house and down the rickety front steps of the porch. He was calling out, “You Annie Taylor?” to which Annie replied with little enthusiasm, “You must be Mr. McDaniels.”

“You are in the presence,” he said.

“That’s … uh … That’s great,” Annie replied although the hesitation in her words definitely indicated otherwise.

Jenn could hardly blame her. In her whole life, Annie Taylor had probably never seen anyone like Bruce McDaniels. He enjoyed being a character with a capital C, and he played up anything that made him eccentric. So he kept his gray hair Ben Franklin style down to his shoulders. He covered his soup-bowl-sized bald pate with a ski cap that read SKI SQUAW VALLEY although he’d never been on skis in his life. He was in terrible shape, skinny like a scarecrow everywhere except for his belly, which overhung his trousers and made him look pregnant most of the time.

He was digging in his pocket, saying, “Gotcher key right here,” when the front door opened again, and Jenn’s two little brothers came storming out.

“Who the hell’s she?” Petey demanded.

“Dad, he ate a damn hot dog and they were ’posed to be for damn dinner!” Andy cried. “Jenny, tell ’im! You heard Mom say.”

“Desist, rug rats,” was Bruce McDaniels’s happy reply. “This is Annie Taylor, our new neighbor. And these, Annie, are the fruit of my loins: Jennifer, Petey, and Andy. Jenn’s the one with the soccer ball, by the way.” He chuckled as if he’d made a great joke although Jenn’s pixie haircut and lack of curves had resulted in her being mistaken for a boy more than once.

Annie said politely that it was nice to meet them all, at which point Bruce ceremoniously handed over the key to the trailer. He told her he’d given the door’s lock a good oiling that very morning and she’d find the place in tiptop shape with everything inside in working order.

Annie looked doubtful, but she murmured, “Wonderful, then,” as she accepted the key from him. She settled her shoulders, unlocked the door, stuck her head inside, and said, “Oh gosh.” She popped out as quickly as she’d popped in. She shot the McDaniels spectators a smile and began the process of unloading her car. She had boxes neatly taped and marked. She had a computer and a printer. She had a spectacular set of matching luggage. She started heaving everything just inside the door of the trailer.

No one in the McDaniels group made a move to help her, but who could blame them? For not one of them even began to believe that she would last one night in the place.

Jenn avoided Annie Taylor for the first twenty-four hours of her stay, mostly out of embarrassment. Three hours after Annie had emptied her car, Jenn’s mom had come rumbling home in the Subaru Forester that did service as South Whidbey Taxi Company. Bruce McDaniels had been continuing his extensive experiment in the quality control of his brews for those three hours, and when Jenn’s mom got out of the Subaru and began trudging tiredly toward the house, he’d greeted her by belting out “Kuh-kuh-kuh Katie! My bee-you-tee-full Katie!” He ran to greet her, falling on his knees and singing at full pitch, and Jenn’s mom had cried, “How could you! Again!” and promptly burst into tears. Jenn recovered from the excruciating humiliation of all this by hiding out in her bedroom and wishing her parents would both disappear, taking Andy and Petey with them.

From her window, she spied on Annie Taylor, who left the trailer periodically either to haul wood inside for the stove that heated the place or to walk on the driftwood-cluttered beach. When she did this latter thing, she carried a pair of binoculars with her. Perched upon the gnarled roots of a piece of driftwood, she used the binoculars to scan the surface of the water. Jenn figured at first she was looking for the resident orcas. Killer whales made use of Possession Sound at all times of the year, and seventy of them lived within fifty miles of Whidbey Island. To Jenn, they were the only sea creatures of interest.

The third time Annie walked the beach, she took a camera and tripod with her. Jenn decided she was probably a wildlife photographer, then, and she asked her father this at breakfast on the day after Annie’s arrival. He was the only person up aside from Jenn. The day was freezing cold outside, and as usual it wasn’t much warmer in the house. Everyone else in the family had apparently decided the best course was to wait out the cold beneath the covers, but it wasn’t raining, and clear weather meant running practice, which was what Jenn intended to do. Still, there was the matter of Annie. …

“Hell if I know,” was Bruce’s answer to Jenn’s question about the young woman and photography. “All I do is collect the rent and all I care about her is: is she quiet at night and will she keep from scaring the herring in the bait pool. You’ll have to ask Eddie if you want to know more. Far’s I’m concerned, ignorance is b-l-i-s-s.” He’d been reading a week-old edition of the South Whidbey Record as he spoke. But he looked up then, took in Jenn’s attire, and said, “Just where the hell you going?” when she told him she’d see him later.

“Sprints,” she said. “Tryouts coming up. All Island Girls’ Soccer. You know.”

“For God’s sake be careful if you’re going on the road. There’s ice out there and if you break a leg—”

“I won’t break a leg,” she told him.

Outside, she began to stretch, using the porch steps and the railing. Her breath was like a fog machine in the freezing air.

A bang sounded from the trailer on the far side of the property, and Annie Taylor stalked outside. She had on so many layers of clothing that Jenn was surprised she could move. She headed for the woodpile and grabbed up an armful.

“Stupid, idiot, frigging, asinine, useless, oh yeah right,” came from Annie to Jenn across the yard. “Like this is supposed to … Oh great. Thank you very much.”

Jenn watched as Annie piled up wood and staggered with it back to the trailer. She gave a curious look to the woodpile. The Florida woman was sure going through it. Except … Jenn realized that there was no scent of woodsmoke in the morning air.

She went over to the trailer’s door. She stuck her head inside and said, “Sure are going through the wood, huh?”

Annie glanced over at her from a squat woodstove in front of which she was kneeling. “Oh, I sure as hell wish,” she said. “None of it’s burning. I’m just trying to find a damn log that will.”

“Weird,” Jenn said. “It should burn fine.”

“Well, should burn and does burn are two different things. If you see smoke coming out of this trailer, believe me, it’s going to be from my ears.”

“Want me to take a look?”

“Be my guest. If you can make this shit burn – pardon my French but I am so frustrated and I spent the whole damn night freezing my tits off – I owe you breakfast.”

Jenn laughed. “Frozen tits, huh?” she said. “Ouch. Lemme look at the stove.”
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Jenn took one look around the inside of the trailer and said, “Gross. Why’d you rent this place?”

“I need the water around here.” Next to the woodstove, Annie grabbed a log from among the two dozen others already scattered on the floor.

“Uh … this is an island?” Jenn said. “Last time I looked there was water everywhere.”

“Sure. Right. But I need this water.”

“It’s the same all over.”

“Wrong,” Annie said. She pointed to the woodstove, its door hanging open like a toothless black mouth. “So, d’you know anything about these things?”

“I know you got to clean out the ashes,” Jenn told her after giving it a quick look. “Nothing’s going to burn inside the stove till you do that. What about the dampers? Are they even open? Bet no one checked the flue, and there’s probably bird nests on top of the chimney.”

Annie said, “Oh,” but she made no move to address these problems. Instead she sank onto a filthy chrome-legged kitchen chair and looked dismally around the place.

To Jenn, the interior of the trailer suggested a serious health hazard. Aside from the chromed-legged chair that Annie was using, the furnishings consisted of another similar chair, a ripped-up banquette, a sloping table, and a mildewed couch that stood beneath a window so leaky that something looking suspiciously like moss appeared to be line dancing along its sill. The place was a death trap in various forms. Jenn wondered how long Annie planned to stay.

She scratched her head and said, “D’you want me to get this woodstove working?”

“Oh would you?” Annie said, brightening at once. “I’d get on my knees and kiss your ring. Except … I saw you stretching. Were you about to go running or something? I mean, I don’t want you to—”

“No worries. This’ll just take a sec.”

Jenn went outside and grabbed one of the bait buckets she’d been using for her dribbling practice. She took this to the woodstove and began to shovel the ashes into it. She figured that Annie had decided the fireplace tools standing next to the stove were part of the overall décor. The amount of dust on them suggested that no one had touched them in years.

As she shoveled, she said, “No one’s lived here in, like, for my whole life. You sure you want to stay? I mean, you could probably get real sick.”

“It needs to be fixed up, that’s for sure,” Annie agreed. “I was sort of hoping that hot water, ammonia, baking soda, bleach, and white vinegar would take care of the problem.”

“Either that or blow it up,” Jenn said.

“Which,” Annie added, “might not be exactly a bad idea.”

They laughed together. Annie had a nice laugh. She had neat white teeth and a pretty smile. Jenn liked her and wondered how old she was. A lot older than herself, for sure, but Jenn wondered if they still might become friends. Friends were scarce on this part of the island.

She spied some newspapers sitting beneath a few of the logs, and she yanked these out and showed Annie how to build a proper fire: crumpled newspapers first, followed by a good amount of dry kindling, then logs on the top. She glanced at Annie to see if she was following, and Annie shot her a smile, although what Jenn had to admit was that a woman with Florida plates on her car probably hadn’t built fires very often.

She got to her feet and brushed off her hands. When Annie offered her the matches, she said, “Chimney first,” and she went outside, where she hoisted herself to the trailer’s roof and picked her way through the debris she and her brothers had been hurling up there for years. She found the chimney just as she thought she might find it: with a large bird’s nest perched on its top. She cleared this away and shouted down the chimney, “Let ’er rip, Annie.” In a few moments, a satisfying belch of smoke shot into the air.

Back inside the trailer, she found Annie kneeling in front of the woodstove, warming her hands like someone praying to the fire god. Jenn fed more kindling into the blaze and explained how to bank the stove at night. Annie nodded vaguely and leaned back on her heels. She cocked her head at Jenn and said, “I was thinking. … You need a job or anything?”

Jenn always needed a job. Along with potential friends, jobs were also scarce in this part of the island. “Doing what? Keeping your fire going?”

“Ha. That, too.” Annie waved vaguely around the trailer’s interior. “Let’s face it, Jenn. This place needs a ton of work. I can do some of it but I can’t do it all because I’ve got to get on with some other things. D’you want to help out? Obviously, I’ll pay.”

The pay part sounded good. The having to be near the trailer part didn’t. “I dunno,” Jenn said. “Maybe. I mean, this place is such a dump and spending a bunch of time in here fixing it up …? No offense, but it sort of creeps me out. How much’re you shelling out to stay here, anyway?”

When Annie named the sum, Jenn gawped at her. “You’re so way being cheated,” she declared. “That’s totally unfair. You need to track down Eddie Beddoe and get a better deal.”

Annie’s expression became chagrined as she glanced around the derelict place. “It’s sort of my fault for being in such a rush, I guess.”

“Being in a rush doesn’t mean you deserve to be robbed.”

“Sure. But I agreed on the price. If I tried to change it, he might tell me to go somewhere else.”

“That’s not a bad idea, if you ask me.”

Annie shook her head. “It’s like I said before: I need Possession Point and I need this water.”

“Why?”

“Just … well, just because.”

“Is there some big secret? Like we got Bigfoot swimming in Possession Sound and you’re here to take its picture or something?”

Annie said nothing at first, so for a moment Jenn thought she’d actually hit on the truth, as ludicrous as that truth sounded. She added, “Or maybe a prehistoric water thing? Like our own Loch Ness Monster?”

As things turned out, she wasn’t too far off the point, for Annie caved and said, “Hell. I guess you’ll find out eventually. Especially if you work for me.”

“Find out what?”

“Will you work for me?”

“Okay. All right. But you have to pay me.”

“I said I would. Deal?”

“Deal. Okay. Now, why’re you here?”

Annie glanced back at the door, as if worried about listeners. “I’m here because of the seal,” she said.

A rather long time later, Jenn would think that she should have called whoa Nellie when Annie Taylor brought up the seal. For there are seals and there are seals, but Jenn knew in an instant that there was only one seal that Annie was talking about. This seal was called Nera. She was coal black from her flippers to her eyeballs. And for some reason that no one would ever speak about no matter how they were questioned on the topic, she’d been showing up for ages in the Whidbey Island waters at the same time every year. She usually hung around a place called Sandy Point as well as the small village of Langley, cavorting in the water near the Langley marina and barking at tourists, townspeople, and fishermen, like a swimmer trying to get their attention. But – and this was the weirdest part of her behavior – she made the swim from Langley to Possession Point on the very same day, at the very same time, of the very same month each year. She remained in Possession Point’s waters for exactly twenty-four hours, swimming restlessly back and forth, moaning and barking like an abandoned dog. After that, she returned to Langley, spent another month or two hanging in the water below Seawall Park before leaving for wherever she went until the next year rolled around and she did the same things all over again. Her comings and goings were magical and completely mysterious to the people on the south end of Whidbey Island. And the way Jenn figured it, the people on the south end of Whidbey Island were not going to be happy if they found out someone was here to mess with their magic and mystery.

So Jenn said, “A seal? What seal? What d’you want with a seal?” as if she didn’t know exactly what seal Annie was talking about.

Annie said, “Come on. Don’t tell me you don’t know about her. Langley’s got … Here, wait a sec. …” She went to one of her boxes and pulled out a manila folder from which torn-out magazine pages frothed. She opened this and fingered through them. She brought out an article with brightly colored pictures: a festival, children eating ice cream, yokels wearing bizarre seal costumes, balloons, booths, and a banner across the entry to a park screaming WELCOME BACK NERA!!! in huge red letters.

Jenn couldn’t pretend not to know what this was: one of the village of Langley’s festivals. The dumbnut city fathers had a festival for everything, all to lure tourists to the town’s struggling bed-and-breakfasts, cafés, galleries, boutiques, and T-shirt shops. Nera was practically custom built for a town that welcomed whales, celebrated a “soup box” derby, used alpacas as camels in a pageant at Christmastime, and killed a citizen every year for Murder Mystery Weekend.

So Jenn had to say, “Oh. You must mean Nera.”

“Uh, yeah. I must mean Nera. Is there another seal?”

“Well … no. I mean, not exactly.”

“What d’you mean ‘not exactly’?” Annie looked thoughtful before her eyes lit up. She cried, “Jesus, Jenn. Is there more than one? God, wouldn’t that be a coup!”

Jenn frowned. Annie obviously had something cooking, not only to do with Nera but also with Possession Point. If it was Nera alone, she’d be parking her body in Langley: Nera’s central hangout. But for her to come to Possession Point, to insist that she had to be here where the waters were somehow “necessary” to her …? It didn’t sound right to Jenn, so she said directly, “What d’you want her for?”

“Nera?”

“Yeah, Nera.”

“Nothing, really.” And when Jenn looked skeptical, Annie went on. “Okay, two things. One is the possibility of a genetic mutation. The other is the even better possibility of a new species of seal.”

“And you care about this, why?” Jenn asked.

“I’m a marine biologist,” she said. “Or at least that’s what I’ll be officially if I ever finish my damn dissertation, and I need that seal to do it.”

“To write it for you? I don’t think she’s up to the job.”

“Very funny. I need her to prove my argument. Or to reveal something new to the world. Either way, I’m made.”

Annie explained the rest in what Jenn would come to know as Annie Taylor fashion. She dipped into one subject, slid over another, painted gloss on a third. Jenn wasn’t sure what this said about Annie, except that when she wanted something, she was a really fast talker in order to get it. So what she revealed in a rush was that Nera either had the rarest of rare conditions called melanism – “All-black, just the opposite of an all-white albino,” Annie explained – or she had a genetic mutation or she was a new species of seal. “She looks vaguely like a Ross seal,” Annie said, “but if that’s the case she’s seriously out of territory. So I figure she’s either a new species or a mutant.”

“Or the opposite of an albino,” Jenn said.

“Yeah. But my money’s on mutant. Which, for my purpose, is almost as good as being a new species.”

“Why?”

“Because the frigging oil companies all over the world keep claiming that their spills aren’t hurting the animal life. Nera’s my chance to prove them wrong. I mean, look at the facts: Oil spilled here around twenty years ago and now we’ve got a freak seal at our fingertips, saying ‘Look at me please and run a few tests.’”

Tests? That rang all the alarms. “No one’s letting you get close to Nera,” Jenn said. “Just so you know. And when was there ever an oil spill around here, anyway?”

“I already said. Twenty years ago. Something like that. It saturated Possession Point. You don’t know about it? Well, maybe you wouldn’t. How long have you lived here? How old are you anyway? You look … Are you twelve?”

“Hey! I’m fifteen, okay? And if there was an oil spill, I’d know about it.”

“Why? It would’ve been cleaned up. This place’s remote, sure as hell, but no one’s going to let bilge oil sit on the beach for twenty years. And that’s what it was. Bilge oil. The worst there is. It’d’ve been cleaned up within weeks, maybe two or three months. But in a couple of years there wouldn’t even have been a sign of it. Except in the sea life.”

“Like Nera.”

“Like Nera. Who just happened to show up a year after the spill? Two years after it? What does that tell you? I know what it tells me. So I need to get a close look at her. I need some samples. One way or the other, she’s proof of something. I just need to know what the ‘something’ is.”

“Samples? No way. No one’s letting you near that seal, Annie.”

“Oh?” Annie gave an airy, dismissive wave. “Believe me, we’ll see about that.”
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Asking her dad about an oil spill at Possession Point got Jenn nowhere. Asking her mom offered much the same result. Her dad was deep into his yearly preparations for Seattle BrewFest, so the only answer he gave to her questions was to grunt, “Hon, do I look like I got time for a discussion on ancient history right now?” as he wrestled with a huge glass jug of amber ale in his brewing shed. Her mom was deep into her daily reading of the Bible, so her reply had to do with God’s speaking to mortal man through natural disasters. When Jenn tried to argue that an oil spill at Possession Point was hardly a natural disaster, Kate’s response of “You just look at all the tornadoes hitting the Midwest this year, Jennifer, and ask yourself if God’s displeasure isn’t evident when houses get blown to bits and semis get tossed in the air” told Jenn that any conversation with her mom was going to be less flavored with facts and more flavored with her mom’s interpretation of whatever part of the Old Testament she and her church friends were in the midst of studying. What Jenn knew from all this was that if she wanted to discover the truth about any long-ago oil spills, she was probably going to have to do it on her own.

School was the best place for this, since she had nothing at home to help her do any delving. So when lunch rolled around the next school day, she took off for the library’s computers.

She was a dolt with technology. It would have helped to have a computer at home, but that was out of the question since food took priority over modern conveniences of a technological nature. She knew how to get onto the Internet, naturally. She knew about search engines as well. But as for the extreme fine-tuning she needed to find exactly what she was looking for …? That required a defter hand than hers. She needed an assistant. Squat Cooper was her man.

She scored him just where she figured he’d be, at a library study carrel doing his homework. Why eat lunch when one could do math? He was scribbling away on some obscure problem, and as usual, he was totally oblivious to what was going on around him. He didn’t look up when Jenn tapped him on the shoulder. He didn’t look up when she said his name. She finally resorted to wetly licking the back of his neck and making yum, yum, yum sounds. He leapt to his feet and cried, “What the heck?” with his ruddy face going ruddier and his hand wiping at the sopping spots Jenn had left.

“I need your help, Studboy,” she told him.

“Doing what? Passing germs?” He slapped at his neck. He was cute as a puppy and just as open and friendly. Jenn had known him since kindergarten.

“Ha. You loved it and you’re dying for more.” She wagged her tongue at him.

“Bleagh. In your dreams.”

“Exactly where I want you nightly.” She closed his math book, and when he started to protest, she said, “You’re getting an A, you’re always getting an A, you’ll always be getting an A. I need your brain. Since it’s attached to your body, you got to come with me.”

He sighed but followed her. He said, “It was kindergarten, wasn’t it?”

“What was?”

“When I let you share my milk that one time. We used the same straw. You jumped to conclusions about what that meant and you’ve been deluded ever since.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning I’m not yours for the asking.”

“Yes, you are. You try to hide it and who can blame you since I’m so hot, but I’ve known everything about you since second grade. Quit trying to fight it. See this, my friend?” She held up her little finger.

“What about it?”

“You’re wrapped.”

He snorted but smiled. “So what d’you want?”

She sat him next to her at the computer. Just as she thought, Squat had things sorted out in a matter of mouse clicks that zipped them back through time to exactly what Annie Taylor had claimed. There had been an oil spill. It had happened at night, and it had washed up on and polluted all of Possession Point. The heaviest kind of oil there was, the bilge oil had left its traces upon everything it touched, and there were plenty of pictures to make this point. Seventeen years in the past, it had happened. Annie Taylor hadn’t been too far off in her timeline.

“Yuck,” was Squat’s remark when they came upon the pictures of drenched seabirds, belly-up crabs, and filthy shores. “So why d’you want to know about this? You writing a paper or something?”

“Nah. There’s a babester moved into that old trailer by my house? She was talking about it. Nera’s probably a mutant seal because of it is what she says. Or she’s a new species.”

“A new species because of an oil spill? A mutant? Not hardly,” Squat said. “Crabs with two heads? Shrimp shaped like porcupines? Fish with eyes on their tails? There’s your mutants. A black seal, though? I don’t think so. And even if she is a mutation, so what? I mean, she’s healthy, right?”

“It’s to do with her dissertation. I mean Annie’s dissertation, not the seal’s. Anyway, I didn’t even know there was an oil spill and I got curious.”

“Oh. Whatever. C’n I go back to calculus now?”

“Only if you can tear yourself away from my company.”

He rolled his eyes. “I’ll manage.” He went back to his study carrel.

Jenn turned to the computer. She continued to read and she searched out more pictures. She found additional ones by following a few links. In a moment she was looking at a Possession Point two years before the time of her birth. The house was there, the bait shack was fairly new, and the trailer that Annie Taylor was occupying was there as well, in good condition with a neatly planted garden in front of it. The picture was a before-the-spill shot. After-the-spill consisted of a tarlike goop clinging to driftwood, rocks, and the beach itself.

It was odd that no one ever talked about the spill, Jenn thought. But then, it had happened long ago and there were no remaining signs of it that she’d ever seen at Possession Point, so why would anyone talk about it? Still, it seemed to Jenn that Annie Taylor had her work cut out for her if she was going to make something of the spill and of Nera for her dissertation. As for Jenn, she had to agree with Squat. Nera might have been as black as a lump of coal, but that was the only thing different about her.

Of course, that difference was the key to her value to Whidbey Island in general and the village of Langley in particular. The citizens, shopkeepers, and souvenir hawkers weren’t going to want someone messing with their Nera. The magical yearly return of a coal black seal was one thing. The magical yearly return of a mutant was another. When it came to Nera, Annie Taylor was going to have to mind her p’s and q’s, because no one was going to let her mess with that seal or that seal’s reputation for being half magic and three-quarters homing pigeon.

Whispering conversation from near the door interrupted Jenn’s flow of thoughts. She glanced in that direction and felt her mood sour immediately because South Whidbey High School’s answer to Love Eternal was entering the library, hand in hand, heads together in earnest conversation. They were the island’s own version of Bella and Edward without the blood and the fangs. Jenn could even have managed to put up with them had the boy not once been one of her good friends and had the girl not been … well, who she was.

Becca King was someone Jenn had loathed from the first instant they’d come into contact with each other on the ferry coming across from Mukilteo to the island last September. Derric Mathieson, on the other hand, was someone Jenn had been pals with since, as an eight-year-old, he’d been adopted out of an orphanage in Uganda by a family on the island. Why they were a couple was a mystery to Jenn. Derric was tall, athletic, and terrific-looking, from his gorgeously and deliberately shaved head to his perfect toes. Becca was … Well, okay, she’d lost the blubber she’d been carrying when she’d first landed on the island and Jenn had dubbed her SmartAss FatBroad. But the rest of her was exactly the same: hideously dyed dark brown hair, thick rimmed glasses out of another century, shapeless clothes, and so much makeup that, if the circus wasn’t going to be her next stop, she needed to rethink her destination. Derric and Becca were living proof that opposites attracted. All they had in common was brain power, and that they had in mountains.

They sat at one of the library tables, across from each other but still conversing quietly. They seemed even more intensely focused on each other than usual, and when Derric’s whispered “No, that’s just the point. It does bother me. And it would bother any other guy, and it would bother you if the tables were turned. Why don’t you get that, Becca?” came across the room, it caught Jenn’s attention in a way that only a hint of great gossip ever could. Was there – gasp! – trouble in paradise? She could only hope. If there were potholes in true love’s road, she wanted to be the first to know about them.

Unfortunately, Becca’s response didn’t give her much to go on. She said quietly, “It doesn’t mean anything and it never could. Why don’t you get that?”

“How am I supposed to get it?” He shoved back from the table.

“Derric, you said we could talk about this.” Becca reached for his arm and closed her hand over his chocolate skin. He was meant to cover her hand with his, Jenn figured, but he wasn’t about to do that. He was totally pissed.

“Every talk we have ends in the exact same place,” he said fiercely. “‘It doesn’t mean anything.’”

“Because it doesn’t.”

What doesn’t? Jenn wanted to yell. What, what, what for crying out loud? But before she could get an answer to this or even imagine one, Derric had shaken Becca’s hand from his arm and had stormed out of the library, the walking cast he wore no impediment to him. The door hit back against the wall so hard that even Squat looked up from his math.

For her part, Becca stared after him. Slowly she removed from her ear an earphone that she always wore, in class and out. She got away with this for reasons Jenn hadn’t ever been able to figure out. It was like the creepoid put a spell on people. Whatever she wanted, she always, always ended up getting.

Jenn couldn’t resist, so she didn’t try. She rose from her position at the computer and sauntered over to the FatBroad’s table. She was thinking, Bet he breaks up with her butt by the end of the week.

Becca turned her head slowly and looked at her, “As if that’ll change anything in your life,” she said.

Jenn stopped in her tracks and examined the other girl. “What’s with you,” she demanded.

“Nothing you’d ever understand,” Becca told her.
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Becca King knew that Jenn McDaniels hated her because of Derric. There were probably other reasons – beyond her inclination to be generally snarky just for the heck of it – but Derric was the main one. He’d taken a terrible fall in Saratoga Woods not long after Becca’s arrival on Whidbey Island, and his time in the hospital after that had offered Becca the chance to get to know him. From the first instant she’d seen him on the ferry coming from Mukilteo over to Whidbey Island, she’d felt drawn to the African boy. That he’d also felt drawn to her was still what it had been from the first: something of a miracle to Becca.

She hadn’t thought of Jenn McDaniels and her place in Derric’s life as she’d got to know him and maybe this had been a bad thing. But the truth was that with Derric she’d felt safe, treasured, understood, and accepted in a way that her appearance alone should have made impossible. Fat cow, dyed hair, thick glasses, eye makeup like an aging rock star on drugs … It was all part of who she had to be on this Washington island. None of it was part of who she really was.

Somehow Derric had managed to see that, to see the her beneath the her she was forced to present to the world. When he’d recovered from his injuries and left the hospital, he’d sought her out. He’d made her life livable in this place where she’d been left by her mother in the early autumn.

Now in midwinter, they’d grown close. But Becca could only let him into her world just so far. It was for his own safety, but he didn’t know that and to tell him …? The worm can that would open was so full that both of them would be overcome by its contents, and that would sink their relationship. Which, of course, would please Jenn McDaniels from the top of her head to her running shoes.

Jenn’s thoughts had become as plain as broadcasts over the school’s PA system once Becca had removed the AUD box earphone from her ear. In the past four months, she’d grown a bit in her ability to pick up others’ random thoughts when the AUD box wasn’t blocking them with static, and these whispers – as she’d learned to call them – were helping her find her way in this place. In Jenn’s case, the whispers had allowed Becca to know from the first that the girl was determined to be her enemy. They’d locked horns on the ferry that evening of Becca’s arrival, and Becca’s interest in Derric had only made things worse. When Derric returned that interest … Well, that was it. She and Jenn McDaniels were oil and water. As females, they were made of the same stuff, but there it ended.

Becca knew she probably shouldn’t have given the other girl any indication that she’d read her thoughts, but at the moment she was just too miserable about Derric to care. He was being unreasonable, he didn’t understand, he was making a demand she couldn’t hope to fulfill, he couldn’t see the truth, he didn’t want to know why she couldn’t tell him everything he wanted to know. … And all the rest, she thought wryly.

Jenn shot her a drop-dead-now look and stalked out of the library. On her way, she stopped to have a word with Squat Cooper, and for some reason she decided an exchange of spit with poor Squat was in order because she kissed him squarely on the mouth when he looked up. He didn’t exactly push her to the floor, but he said, “Hey, wha’ the heck?” when she was finished with him.

She said, “Later, Studboy. And I want some tongue next time,” and she laughed when he went red to his hairline.

Becca knew what Jenn was up to: I got my man. She also knew it was a total lie. But that didn’t matter at the moment because the moment was really about all the things that she couldn’t tell Derric.

Jenn had left her computer on, still fixed to whatever Web site she’d been perusing when Becca and Derric had come into the library. Becca sat to use it, but out of curiosity she traced back through what Jenn had been studying first: an oil slick at Possession Point long ago. Whatever, Becca thought. Maybe Jenn was a budding environmentalist.

At any rate, Becca herself had a bigger issue than an oil slick from history, and his name was Jeff Corrie. He was the reason she was on Whidbey Island. She and her mother were on the run from him. There wasn’t a day that Becca didn’t expect her stepfather to pop out of a bush as she got off the bus near her hiding place, and she’d been checking once a week to see if he was still walking around San Diego as a very free man. So far that had proved to be the case.

She did her usual search. It had to be time, she thought, for the disappearance of Jeff’s partner Connor to be noticed by someone. No way was Jeff Corrie not involved in Connor’s vanishing act.

The first part proved true. At long last, someone in Connor’s family had begun making noises about the fact that Jeff Corrie’s partner in a San Diego investment house appeared to be missing. Not returning phone calls, not answering e-mails, no updates to his Facebook page, mail left languishing in his mailbox, newspapers piled up, no one opening the door when the doorbell was rung … Becca found this information by surfing through the latest editions of San Diego’s main newspaper. But still no one’s eye had fastened on Jeff Corrie as a person of interest in this matter. He claimed to be as much in the dark as everyone else about Connor’s whereabouts.

Fat chance, thought Becca. She’d read Jeff’s whispers just before she and her mom had fled, and every one of them said he’d had a hand in getting rid of Connor. Those same whispers also said that Jeff Corrie was more than willing to turn his attention to Becca and her mother if they didn’t play their cards right. So they played their cards all the way up to Washington, getting away from the man. Becca’s mom, Laurel, was still playing them in Nelson, British Columbia, where she’d been heading once Becca herself was on the ferry to Whidbey Island.

Only … absolutely nothing had worked out as they’d planned, and now Becca was looking over her shoulder morning, noon, and night as she waited for Jeff Corrie to show his face yet another time on Whidbey Island. He’d tracked her here once because of a cell phone, because of Derric’s fall, and because of the police. He’d gotten nowhere, and he’d left, but that didn’t mean he’d given up. It wasn’t his way.

But for now, he had issues of his own in San Diego, which was fine with Becca. Let him stay there and try to answer questions about where Connor was. He’d run out of lies eventually. He’d face arrest and trial and prison and then Becca and her mom would finally be safe. Until then, though, she was on Whidbey Island, waiting for Laurel to return from British Columbia. She’d come back when it was safe to do so. Becca told herself that with every day that passed.

These were only some of the facts that Derric Mathieson wanted to know about Becca and her life. She couldn’t blame him, but she also couldn’t tell him. This was partly to keep him safe. But it was also partly because his dad was the under sheriff of Island County.

After school Becca was wretched. She’d had one more class with Derric before the end of the day and she’d said before it started, “Let’s not fight, okay?” She’d slid her fingers into his hand so that they could walk together as they always did. But he’d not taken her fingers and his only comment in reply was, “Whatever, Becca,” before he ducked into class. There, he kept his gaze fixed on the teacher, and he’d taken so many notes that Becca figured he was writing everything word for word.

At the end of class, he was gone before she had a chance to say anything else to him. When she left the room, she saw him at the end of the corridor. He’d been stopped by one of the school cheerleaders for a conversation that involved smiles and laughter, so Becca walked off. Wretched didn’t do justice to how she felt.

She decided not to take the school bus home to her hideaway in the woods. It was up the highway on the route to the next town, but she knew she could get there on one of the public island buses later in the day and that would be fine. At the moment she just needed to be away from all things related to South Whidbey High School, and she knew where to go for the break she wanted.

It was a very long walk on a very cold day, but Becca figured she could survive it. She’d already survived three snowfalls and countless rain- and windstorms since she’d been in the woods. A walk from Maxwelton Road to Clyde Street wasn’t going to kill her.

It took more than an hour of hills and forests and fields, and by the end of the trip in the icy cold, Becca was so chilled that her bones were aching, and she promised herself that she’d bring her bike to school the next time she decided she needed to see the woman who lived above the beach called Sandy Point. When she reached the gray house overlooking the water, she rang the bell with fingers that had long ago gone numb.

Diana Kinsale’s pickup truck was in the driveway, but the bell in the house didn’t rouse her dogs nor did Becca herself when she went to the far side of the place and inspected their kennel.

It was empty. But as Becca looked around, joyful barking floated up from the distant water, and soon enough Becca caught sight of Diana throwing tennis balls for her dogs to retrieve. She was far off down the beach toward the end of the point, but Becca knew her by her mannish clothes and by her gait. And by her dogs, for there were five of them, and one of them was an elegant and silent black poodle called Oscar. He wasn’t chasing the balls. Diana would say that Oscar believed ball chasing lacked dignity.

Becca made her way down toward the beach. It fronted a community of cottages, most of them vacant for the winter, a few with curls of smoke rising like silver scarves into the icy air. She curved through a few dunes where sea grasses lay dormant in the February weather, and when she finally came out onto the beach itself, she saw Diana Kinsale hurling one of the tennis balls and all the dogs save Oscar hurtling after it.

On their way back to Diana, though, they caught sight of Becca. She knelt and held out her arms to them. They stormed her, all nuzzling cold noses and dog breath. She laughed and cried, “Stop! No treats! Ach! Get ’em off me!” even though she loved the welcome they gave her.

She heard footsteps, then, and she looked up to see that Diana Kinsale had joined them. She wore a baseball cap over her short gray hair, and from her ears gold studs flashed in the fading afternoon light. She had on a thick parka, gloves, and knee-high fisherman’s boots. What she said was, “Ah, Becca. There you are. I thought the dogs were expecting someone.”
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Becca wasn’t surprised. Diana Kinsale, she had discovered, had a way of knowing things about both people and animals that kept her in the loop of what was going on around the island. She also, however, had no whispers that Becca could ever hear unless Diana intended her to hear them, and from the first this had made the older woman not only a curiosity but also someone Becca wanted to understand.

She said to her, “Was it Oscar?”

“Telling me he was expecting someone?” Diana removed her baseball cap and ruffled up her hair before replacing the cap on her head. “No. The others. They didn’t have quite the enthusiasm for ball chasing that they usually do. And, of course, Oscar never chases balls, so he was inscrutable on the topic of expecting anyone.”

The dogs milled around them, snuffling the sand and, alternately, the pockets of Becca’s jacket. “I told them I didn’t have treats,” she said to Diana.

“Hope springs eternal,” Diana replied. “How are you? You look … Something’s on your mind. No trouble at Debbie’s I hope?”

Becca kept her expression as neutral as she could in the face of being reminded of the lie she’d told her friend. Diana believed that Becca was still living at a place called the Cliff Motel where, when she’d first come to the island, she’d worked for its owner Debbie Grieder in exchange for room and board. But she’d fled the motel for the woods just before Thanksgiving and so far she’d kept Debbie Grieder in the dark by telling her she was living with Diana. It was a deceptive dance that she knew she couldn’t keep up forever. But for now it was the best she could do.

She said, “Debbie’s great,” which wasn’t a lie. “So are the grandkids,” which was also the truth.

Diana eyed her and said, “So …?”

A sharp crack split the air around them and all of the dogs – including Oscar – began to bark. Diana swung toward the sound. Becca did the same. What they saw was a man with a rifle standing atop one of the stone walls that were used to separate the cottages from the beach. He was aiming his rifle not in their direction but at the water. He shot again. The dogs made an uproar.

Diana muttered, “Damn fool man,” and began to stride in his direction. She said, “Dogs! No bark! Stay!” and to Becca, “You wait here.” Then she started shouting, “Eddie! Eddie Beddoe! Stop that right now!” But if he heard her, he didn’t acknowledge it. Instead he shot into the water another time.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
On Whidbey Island, secrets never stay buried





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





