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Be not afeared: the isle is full of noises,


Sounds and sweet airs, that give delight, and hurt not.


The Tempest


William Shakespeare




How Things Began


On the last day of Hannah Armstrong’s existence, things were normal for a while. She made a 94 percent on a math test, and she accepted a movie date for later in the week.


She walked home, as usual. She didn’t use her hearing device since she didn’t really need it outside of school. This gadget had the appearance of an iPod, but it didn’t play music. Instead it played a form of static that removed from Hannah’s hearing the disjointed thoughts of other people. Since babyhood, she’d heard these broken thoughts of others, which she’d learned to call whispers. But they came into her head like a badly tuned radio, she could never tell exactly who the whisperer was if more than one person was present; and they made school a nightmare for her. So a mechanism that her mom called an AUD box had been manufactured for Hannah. She’d worn it since she was seven years old.


When she arrived home, she went to the stairs. She headed up to her room, only to see her stepfather come stealthily out of it.


They locked eyes. Damn . . . what’s she . . . why didn’t . . . came into Hannah’s head from Jeff Corrie as whispers always did, disconnected and seemingly random. She frowned as she heard them, and she wondered what her stepfather had been doing in her room besides trying once again to gather reassurance that she wasn’t going to tell her mother how she’d been helping him with his latest scheme.


It wasn’t as if she’d wanted to help him, either. But Jeff Corrie had Hannah’s mom in some sort of thrall that had more to do with his looks than his character, and caught up in their dizzying relationship, she’d told him what went on inside Hannah’s head when she wasn’t wearing the AUD box. It hadn’t taken him long to figure out a way to use Hannah’s talent. He decided to ‘employ’ her as the cake and coffee girl at his investment house, just the person to bring in the refreshments and set them up and listen to the whispers of his clients in order to read their weaknesses. He and his pal Connor separated old folks from their money in this way. It was a grand scheme and it was making them millions.


Hannah had never wanted to help him. She knew it was wrong. But she feared this man and she feared the fact that his whispers, his words, and the expressions on his face never matched up. She didn’t know what this meant. But she knew it wasn’t good. So she said nothing to anyone. She just did what she was told and waited for whatever was going to happen next. She had no idea it would happen that very afternoon.


Jeff Corrie said, ‘What’re you doing home?’ His gaze went to her right ear where the earphone to the AUD box usually was.


Hannah dug the box out of her pocket and clipped it on the waistband of her jeans, screwing the earphone into her ear as well. His eyes narrowed till he saw her turn up the volume. Then he seemed to relax.


‘It’s three thirty,’ she told him.


‘Start your homework,’ he said.


He went past her and down the stairs. She heard him yelling, ‘Laurel? Where the hell are you? Hannah’s home,’ as if his wife was supposed to do something about that.


Hannah put her backpack in her room. Everything seemed to be the way she’d left it that morning. Still, she went to the bedside table to check the drawer.


The tiny piece of clear tape was ripped off. Someone had opened the drawer. Someone had read her journal.


It wasn’t enough, she thought, that she helped him and his friend. He had to possess her thoughts on the matter, too. Well, good luck to figuring out how I feel, Daddy Jeff, Hannah scoffed. Like I’d write something honest and actually leave it in my bedroom for you?


She left her room and descended the stairs. She heard her mom and Jeff Corrie talking in the kitchen. She joined them there and turned away from the sight of Jeff Corrie nuzzling her mother’s neck. He was murmuring, ‘What about n-o-w?’ and Laurel was laughing and playing at pushing him away. But Hannah knew her mom liked what was going on between her and her husband. She loved the guy, and her love was as deaf and as dumb as it was blind.


Hannah said, ‘Hi, Mom,’ and opened the refrigerator, reaching for a carton of milk.


Laurel said, ‘Hey. No hi to Jeff?’


‘Already saw him upstairs,’ Hannah told her. She added, ‘Gosh. He didn’t tell you, Mom?’ just to see how she would react. Don’t trust him, don’t trust him, she wanted to say. But she could only plant seeds. She couldn’t paint pictures.


There was a silence between Laurel and Jeff. With the refrigerator door still open, hiding her from them, Hannah turned off the volume of the AUD box.


He’s not . . . he can’t be . . . had to be from her mother, she thought.


She tried to hear Jeff, but there was nothing.


Then everything changed, and life as Hannah had known it ended.


. . . little bitch always thinks . . . a break-in . . . surprise . . . Connor . . . if she hears that a gun . . . because dead isn’t always dead these days . . .


The carton of milk slipped from Hannah’s fingers and sloshed onto the floor. She swung around from the refrigerator and her eyes met Jeff’s.


‘Clumsy,’ he said but inside his head was something different.


His gaze went from Hannah’s face to her ear to the AUD box on her waist.


She knows was the last thing Hannah heard before she ran from the room.



PART ONE

The Cliff
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Becca King’s mother Laurel had traded the Lexus SUV at the first opportunity after they’d descended interstate five on the serpentine stretch of highway known as the Grapevine in California. She’d lost money on the car, but money wasn’t the issue. Getting away from San Diego along with getting rid of the Lexus was. She’d traded it for a 1998 Jeep Wrangler, and the moment they’d crossed the California state line into Oregon, she began looking for a place to unload the Jeep as well. A 1992 Toyota RAV4 came next. But that only took them up through Oregon to the border with Washington. As quickly as possible and making sure it was all legal, Laurel then dumped the Toyota for a 1988 Ford Explorer, which was what mother and daughter had driven ever since.


Becca hadn’t questioned any of this. She’d known the desperate reason it had to be done, just as she knew the reason there could be no more Hannah Armstrong. For she and her mother were traveling as fast as they could, leaving house, school, and names behind them. Now they sat in the Explorer in Mukilteo, Washington. The car was backed into a parking space in front of an old wooden-floored store called Woody’s Market, across the water from Whidbey Island.


It was early evening, and a heavy mist that was not quite fog hung between the mainland and the island. From where they were parked Whidbey was nothing more than an enormous hulk surmounted by tall conifers and having a band of lights at the bottom where a few houses were strung along the shore. To Becca, with an entire life lived in San Diego, the place looked forbidding and foreign. She couldn’t imagine herself there, trying to establish a new life far away from her stepfather’s reach. To Laurel, the island looked like a safety net where she could leave her daughter in the care of a childhood friend for the time it would take her to establish a place of refuge in British Columbia. There, she figured that she and Becca would be safe from Jeff Corrie’s discovery.


Laurel had felt overwhelming relief when her long-time Bohemian lifestyle had been enough to quash any questions from her friend. Carol Quinn had not even acted surprised that Laurel would ask her to care for her daughter for a length of time she couldn’t begin to name. Instead of questioning this, Carol said no problem, bring her on up, she can help me out. Haven’t been feeling so great lately, Carol had said, so I could use an assistant in the house.


But will you keep this a secret? Laurel had asked her over and over again.


To my grave, Carol Quinn had promised. No worries, Laurel. Bring her on up.


Now Laurel lowered her window two inches, to keep the windshield from fogging up. The middle of September and she hadn’t had a clue the weather would have changed so much. In southern California, September was the hottest month of the year, a time of forest fires driven by winds off the desert. Here, it already felt like winter. Laurel shivered and grabbed a sweatshirt from the back of the car, where it lay against the wheel of Becca’s old ten-speed.


She said, ‘Cold?’ Becca shook her head. She was breathing deeply and while she usually did this to calm herself, she was doing it now because on the air was the scent of waffle cones meant for ice cream, and it was coming from Woody’s Market behind them.


They’d already been inside. Becca had already asked for a cone. Laurel had already made the automatic reply of ‘In through the lips and onto the hips.’ She was a woman who, on the run from a killer, could still count her daughter’s intake of calories. But Becca was hungry. They hadn’t had anything to eat since lunch. A snack certainly wasn’t going to blow up her thighs like balloons.


She said, ‘Mom . . .’


Laurel turned to her. ‘Tell me your name.’


They’d been through this exercise five times daily since leaving their home, so Becca wasn’t happy to go through it another time. She understood the importance of it, but she wasn’t an idiot. She’d memorized it all. She sighed and looked in the other direction. ‘Becca King,’ she said.


‘And what are you to remember as Job Number One?’


‘Help Carol Quinn around the house.’


‘Aunt Carol,’ Laurel said. ‘You’re to call her Aunt Carol.’


‘Aunt Carol, Aunt Carol, Aunt Carol,’ Becca said.


‘She knows you have a little money until I can start sending you more,’ Laurel said. ‘But the more you can help her . . . It’s like earning your keep.’


‘Yes,’ Becca said. ‘I will live like a slave because you married a maniac, Mom.’


Oh God what did he do to you when you’re my only—


‘Sorry,’ Becca said, hearing her mom’s pain.’Sorry. Sorry.’


‘Get out of my head,’ Laurel told her. ‘And tell me your name. Full name this time.’


There was a parking lot to Becca’s right, across the main road that ended with the ferry dock. People had been sauntering from cars in that lot to a food stand just to one side of the dock. A sign declaring the place to be Ivar’s was shining through the mist, and a line of people making purchases had formed. Becca’s stomach growled.


‘Tell me your name,’ Laurel repeated. ‘This is important.’ Her voice was calm enough but beneath the gentle tone was Come on come on there’s so little time please do this for me it’s the last thing I’ll ask and Becca could feel those words coming at her, invading her brain, perfectly clear because that was how her mother’s thoughts always were, unlike the whispers that came from others. She wanted to tell her mom not to worry. She wanted to tell her that Jeff Corrie might forget about them. But she knew the first statement was useless, and she knew the second was an outright lie.


Becca turned back to her mother and their eyes met and listen my children and you shall hear of the midnight ride of Paul Revere came from Laurel.


‘Very funny,’ Becca said to her. ‘It would’ve been nice if you’d memorized something else in sixth grade besides that, you know.’


‘Tell me your name,’ Laurel said again.


‘All right. All right. Rebecca Dolores King.’ Becca grimaced. ‘God. Does it have to be Dolores? I mean, who has a name like Dolores these days?’


Laurel ignored the question. ‘Where are you from?’


Becca said patiently because there was no point to anything other than patience at the moment, ‘San Luis Obispo. Sun Valley, Idaho, before that. I was born in Sun Valley, but I left when I was seven and that’s when my family moved to San Luis Obispo.’


‘Why are you here?’


‘I’m staying with my aunt.’


‘Where are your parents?’


‘My mom’s on a dig in . . .’ Becca frowned. For the first time since they’d fled California, she couldn’t remember. She assumed it was the fact that she was so hungry because she was never at her best when there were physical needs that had to be taken care of. She said, ‘Damn. I can’t remember.’


Laurel’s head clunked back against the headrest of her seat. ‘You have to remember. This is crucial. It’s life and death. Where are your parents?’


Becca looked at her mother, hoping for a clue but all she picked up was on the eighteenth of April in seventy-five hardly a man is now alive which wasn’t going to get her anywhere. She looked back at Ivar’s. A woman bent over with osteoporosis was turning from the counter with a carton in her hand and she looked so old . . . And then it came to Becca. Old.


‘Olduvai Gorge,’ she said. ‘My mom’s on a dig in Olduvai Gorge.’ Nothing could have been further from the truth, but shortly before they’d made their run from Jeff Corrie, Becca had read an old book about the discovery of Lucy, AKA Australopithecus afarensis, in Olduvai Gorge by an ambitious postgraduate fresh out of University of Chicago. She’d been the one to suggest that her mother be a paleontologist. It sounded romantic to her.


Laurel nodded, satisfied. ‘What about your father? Where’s your father? Don’t you have a father?’


Becca rolled her eyes. It was clear that this was going to go on till the ferry arrived because her mother wanted no time to think of anything else. Least of all did she want to think of how she’d endangered her daughter. So Becca said deliberately, ‘Which father would that be, Mom?’ and then she reached in her pocket and pulled out the single earphone of the AUD box. She shoved it into her ear. She turned up the volume and her head filled with static, soothing to her as always, the way satin is soothing against someone’s skin.


Laurel reached over and yanked the earphone out of Becca’s ear. She said, ‘I’m sorry this happened. I’m sorry I’m not who you want me to be. But here’s the thing: no one ever is.’


At this, Becca got out of the car. She had money enough in her jeans to buy herself something to eat, and more money in the pockets of her jacket. She fully intended to use it. There was even more money in her backpack if she wanted to buy everything on the menu, but the backpack was with her bike in the back of the Explorer and if she tried to get at it, she knew her mother would stop her.


Becca crossed the road. To her left, she could see the ferry coming, and she paused for a moment and watched its approach. When Laurel had first told her that she would get to Whidbey Island on a ferry, Becca had thought of the only ferry she’d ever been on, an open air raft that held four cars and sailed about two hundred yards across the harbor in Newport Beach, California. This thing approaching was nothing like that. It was huge, with a gaping mouth for cars to slide into. It was all lit up like a riverboat and seagulls were flying around it.


The line at Ivar’s had diminished by the time Becca got there. She ordered clam chowder and made sure it was the New England kind, made with milk and potatoes and therefore possessing a dizzying number of calories. She asked for an extra bag of oyster crackers to float in the container, and when she had to pay, she did it in coins. She placed them carefully one at a time onto the counter, and oh damn . . . what the . . . stupid chick told her that the cashier wasn’t pleased. Becca saw why when the cashier had to pick up the coins with fingers minus their nails. She’d bitten them down to the quick. They were ugly and Becca saw the cashier hated them to be on display.


Becca thought about saying sorry but instead she said thanks and took her chowder over to a newspaper stand. She balanced the soup container on top and dipped her spoon into it as she watched the ferry come nearer to the mainland.


The chowder wasn’t what she expected. She’d been thinking it would be like the chowder her stepfather two stepfathers ago had made. He was called Pete and he used corn in his, and Becca was a corn girl. Popcorn, corn on the cob, frozen corn. It didn’t matter. Laurel claimed corn was what was fed to cows and pigs to make them fat, but since Laurel said that about nearly everything Becca wanted to eat, Becca didn’t give much thought to the matter.


Still, this particular chowder wasn’t worth fighting over with Laurel. So Becca ate only half of it. Then she jammed her container into a trash can and sprinted back toward the Explorer.


Laurel was on her cell phone. Her face, now without its spray tan, looked gray and weathered. For the first time, Becca thought of her mother as old, but then Laurel smiled and nodded and started talking in that way where no one could squeeze in a word. Carol Quinn was probably getting an earful, Becca thought. Her mom had been calling her twice a day to make sure every detail of the plan was hammered into position irreversibly.


Their eyes met and when they did, what Becca heard was no one’s ever going to hurt but that was cut off the way a radio gets cut off when someone changes stations and what came over the airways next was one if by land and two if by sea and I on the opposite shore will be. It was just like static from the AUD box and it worked as well. Laurel said something into the cell phone and ended the call.


Becca got into the Explorer. Her mother said sharply, ‘Was that New England clam chowder you were eating?’


Becca said, ‘I didn’t eat it all.’


Ready to ride and spread the alarm to every Middlesex village and farm took the place of what Laurel wanted to say but it didn’t matter and Becca told her so. ‘Stop it,’ she said. ‘I know what you’re thinking anyway.’


Laurel said, ‘Let’s not fight.’ She reached over and touched her daughter’s hair. ‘Carol will be waiting for you when the ferry docks,’ she said quietly. ‘She has a truck for the bike, so there’s nothing to worry about. She knows what you look like and if she isn’t there when you arrive, just wait because she’ll be on her way. Okay, sweetheart? Hey. Are you hearing me?’


Becca was. She was hearing the words. She was also feeling the emotion behind them. She said, ‘It’s not all your fault, Mom.’


‘There’s more than one kind of fault,’ her mother replied. ‘If you don’t know that yet, believe me, you will.’


Becca reached for her backpack in the back of the Ford. Laurel said, ‘Where are the glasses? You’ll need to put them on now.’


‘No one’s looking at me.’


‘You need to put them on. You need to get in the habit. Where’s the extra hair dye? How many batteries do you have for the AUD box? What’s your name? Where’s your mother?’


Becca looked at her then. Listen my children listen my children but there was no need for Laurel to recite that poem over and over, even if she couldn’t recall the rest of the words at that moment. For Becca read her expression as anyone could have done. Her mother was terrified. She was going on instinct alone just as she always had but because her last instinct had been the one telling her to marry Jeff Corrie, she no longer trusted what her gut was telling her.


Becca said, ‘Mom. I’ll be okay,’ and she was surprised when Laurel’s eyes filled with tears. Her mother hadn’t cried once since they’d left San Diego. She hadn’t cried at all since she’d spent herself crying when she’d learned who Jeff Corrie really was and what Jeff Corrie had done. We can’t go to the police, her mother had told her through her tears. God in heaven, sweetheart, who will believe you? No one’s reported a body yet and if we do . . . we have no evidence Jeff was involved. So she’d laid her plans and they’d made a run for it and here they were on the brink of something from which there was no return.


Becca reached out and took her mother’s hand. ‘Listen to what I know,’ she said.


‘What do you know?’


‘Rebecca Dolores King, Mom. San Luis Obispo. My aunt Carol on Whidbey Island. Carol Quinn. Olduvai Gorge.’


Laurel looked beyond Becca, over her shoulder. The sound of traffic said that the ferry had arrived and was offloading its vehicles. ‘Oh God,’ Laurel whispered.


‘Mom,’ Becca said, ‘It’s okay. Really.’ She shoved open the door and walked to the back of the Explorer. Her mother got out and joined her there. Together they lifted her bike from the back and arranged its saddlebags on either side. Becca struggled into the heavy backpack but before she did so, she dug inside for the glasses with their clear and decidedly useless lenses. She put them on.


‘Map of the island?’ her mother asked her.


‘I’ve got it in the backpack.’


‘You’re sure?’


‘I’m sure.’


‘What about Carol’s address? Just in case.’


‘Got that too.’


‘Where’s the cell phone? Remember, it’s limited minutes. Yours is programmed with the number of mine. So emergencies only. Nothing else. It’s important. You’ve got to remember.’


‘I’ll remember. And I’ve got it in the backpack, Mom. And yes to the rest. The AUD box. Extra batteries. More hair color. Everything.’


‘Where’s your ticket?’


‘Here. Mom, it’s all here. It is.’


Oh God oh God oh God.


‘I better get going,’ Becca said, gazing at the stream of cars heading into the town beyond the ferry line.


‘Look at me, sweetheart,’ Laurel said.


Becca didn’t want to. She was afraid, and she didn’t need to hear more fear. But she knew the importance of giving her mother this reassurance, so she met her gaze as Laurel said to her, ‘Look right into my eyes. Tell me what you see. Tell me what you know.’


And there was no midnight ride of Paul Revere now. There was only a single message to read.


‘You’ll come back,’ Becca said.


‘I will,’ Laurel promised. ‘As soon as I can.’
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The walk-ons and the bikes went first. There was a crowd of them, and Becca followed their lead. Those with bikes moved toward the front of the ferry, wheeling them along a three-lane tunnel in the direction of an opening at the far end. The walk-ons went for a stairway. Among them were people fishing in their pockets and their purses, and Becca concluded that there was something to buy up above. She guessed it was food or hot drinks. Either would be welcome to her because a cool breeze was coming off the water, she was shivering, and she was still hungry.


At the front of the ferry, people parked their bikes. Becca did likewise. She had intended to go back to the stairs to find the food, but the sudden roar of motorcycles stopped her. The noise was intensified because the motorcycles were coming through the ferry’s tunnel. There were only four of them, but it sounded like twenty, and what followed them was a line of eighteen-wheelers. The cars followed, arranging themselves in four lanes, two to each side of the main tunnel.


None of this would have been a problem since Becca had the AUD box with her. She plugged in the earphone and turned up the volume and concentrated on the static the AUD box produced. But as she did this, she saw that the first car coming into the side tunnel and parking just behind the spot where she was standing next to her ten-speed was a police car.


If it can be said that blood can run cold, Becca’s did at that moment. All she could think of was the logical first move Jeff Corrie would have made when he found his wife and his stepdaughter gone: Phone the cops and report them both as missing persons, sending out the general alarm to find them as quickly as possible so that Becca and what Becca had gleaned from his whispers could be wiped from the face of the earth. Jeff’s favorite motto had been about the best defense being an offense and what better offense could there be? Becca could even picture the flyer he’d come up with and circulated far and wide. It would be fastened to a clipboard within the police car, she imagined, her face and her mother’s face upon it.


She turned away from the police car slowly, determined to look straight ahead. Anything else like a sudden turn would have given her away and the thought of giving herself away not ten minutes after she’d left her mother was so frightening that she felt as if neon arrows were pointing down from the ceiling of the ferry right at her skull so that the cop inside that police car would get out and question her.


But the suspense of not knowing if she’d been noticed was too much for Becca to bear. She knew it meant exposing herself to even more of an assault pounding like hammers inside her head, but she did it anyway because she had to do it: She turned down the AUD box to try to catch some useful information.


It was nearly impossible to distinguish anything. There was Nancy damn it and dinner won’t be and nail polish all over and talked to my boss and William for a hair cut . . . then suddenly with all of this came a warmth that should have been impossible to feel in this cool damp place. With the warmth came scent, equally out of place. Where she should have been smelling diesel fumes from the big rigs or exhaust from the cars and the motorcycles, instead what she smelled was the sweetness of fruit being cooked. It was so intense that before she realized what she was doing, Becca actually swung around, exposing her face to the police car behind her. But she didn’t think of what might happen. Nothing seemed as important as finding the source of the warmth and the scent.


That was how she first saw him, the boy who would ultimately change everything for her. He was a teenager like her, and he was sitting in the police car. He was in the front seat, not the back, and he and the policeman were talking. They both looked serious, and the contrast between them could not have been greater.


The boy was black, deeply black, and the pure midnight of his skin made the policeman with him look white beyond white. He was also completely bald, not the bald of illness but the bald of choice. This suited him and, in contrast again, the policeman had lots of hair that mixed gray and brown.


Becca realized as she looked at the boy that he was the first person of any color other than white that she’d seen in the vicinity of the ferry. She didn’t intend to stare and she wasn’t actually staring when the boy looked at her. As their eyes met, the warmth Becca was feeling increased along with the scent of cooking fruit, but something else floated on that warmth and it was the unexpected hollowness of the boy’s despair. Along with the ache of it floated the whisper of a single word repeated three times: rejoice, rejoice, rejoice.


Becca half-smiled at the boy the way one does. But in return the hollowness grew and when it began to feel as if it might take her over, she dropped her gaze. As she did so, the policeman got out of the car. He shut the door neatly and walked toward the stairs, punching in numbers on a cell phone.


While this was the moment that Becca could have approached the boy, she knew far better than to do so. She decided that now she could go for the food she’d been thinking about when the police car had stopped behind her.


She shrugged out of her backpack. She left it next to her bike and walked in the direction of the stairs. She couldn’t risk another look at the boy but she saw as she passed the police car that it said on the side Island County Sheriff.


As luck would have it, she found herself climbing upwards just behind the policeman, who she assumed was a deputy of some kind, or perhaps the sheriff himself. He seemed to be well known because people passing on the stairs called him Dave and asked how Rhonda was and inquired about his daughter’s new baby. Becca huddled into herself to stay unnoticed to him, but it didn’t matter as things turned out because his call went through and he started talking about a cliff to someone.


Becca caught snatches of conversation but not any whispers. The conversation that came to her said that next week was going to be too difficult for Dave because of his schedule and maybe the week after might work if it works for you too. Also, was the cliff completely safe because it was pretty exposed, wasn’t it, and you-know-who was starting to hang around there with his little brother. This made Becca wonder more about the island. She was used to southern California, which had suffered from every possible kind of natural problem: earthquakes, fires, floods, drought, wind storms, and landslides. But now she saw that disasters were, perhaps, common here as well, and she wondered what sort of disasters they would be if they had to do with the safety of cliffs.


Upstairs, the policeman paused to continue his conversation near the windows, while Becca followed the crowd to a cafeteria where a line had formed to purchase food. Aware of money and how she was going to have to make it last till her mom started sending her more, Becca chose sugar cookies. There was a package of three that were frosted in orange and she concluded this was something special when she heard a little girl’s voice behind her say, ‘Look, Gram! They’re not pink this time,’ and Gram say in reply, ‘Maybe it’s for Halloween.’


Halloween. Becca felt a tug. It had always been her favorite holiday. Laurel usually said this was because of the free candy she could collect and it was important that they ‘take a look at your addiction to sugar, sweetheart, because Type Two diabetes is becoming an epidemic these days among kids your age.’ On the other hand, Becca’s grandmother noted that it was all about the fun Becca had in knowing who each child was behind the mask since their whispers almost always gave them away. Becca’s grandmother always advised her to stay near to the whispers of children anyway. ‘They don’t know how to lie to themselves,’ she said.


Becca missed her badly. She missed hearing, ‘Laurel, just let her be, okay? She’s going to adjust,’ and although Laurel’s answer was always the same, ‘I want her to be normal, Mother,’ her grandmother’s reply of ‘Pooh. Nothing’s more boring than normal,’ generally made Becca feel special, not odd.


It was in the cause of seeming normal, though, that Laurel had come up with the AUD box. She’d claimed it was entirely for Becca’s benefit, so that she could concentrate when she was in school. But the truth was that while the AUD box worked perfectly to help Becca focus, it also served to keep other people’s thoughts away. Laurel’s in particular, of course.


Becca didn’t take any note of the girl in front of her in the cafeteria’s line till they reached the cash register. Then she saw her holding a foil-wrapped hamburger and talking to two boys who were waiting for her by the condiments, a short distance away. One of the boys was long-haired and spotty-faced, wearing a rolled-up ski cap on his head like a beanie; the other was neatly dressed and neatly combed, looking worried and swallowing compulsively. As for the girl, she was very small and very trim, not an ounce of fat on her, virtually all muscle. She had a pixie haircut and a voice whose tone was one of snarky irritation. All three of them together made the suggestion that something was going on. It came to Becca as she watched them that, no matter what, high school kids were probably the same pretty much everywhere.


The long-hair boy muttered, ‘She doesn’t have the guts to try it,’ as the girl reached the cash register.


‘Probably shouldn’t, Jenn,’ the worried boy said.


Becca thought idly, Shouldn’t what? as Jenn handed over a ten to pay for her food.


The cashier took the money, and Becca watched the exchange and admired the woman’s nicely buffed nails, so different from those on the cashier at Ivar’s. They were smooth with a pretty sheen to them and Becca wondered as she handed change back to Jenn—


‘Hey,’ Jenn said to the cashier, ‘I just gave you a twenty.’


Becca spoke without thinking. ‘No, it was a ten. I saw it.’


Jenn swung on her. ‘What the . . . Are you calling me a liar or something?’ And what came with this was who the hell . . . oh great, Dylan . . . more cool ideas?


‘Oh, sorry! No,’ Becca said. ‘I just noticed because I was looking at her nails.’ She added, ‘They’re really nice,’ to the cashier, who blushed prettily.


Jenn said, ‘What are you, some kind of perv?’ and to the cashier, ‘It was a twenty, and I want my change.’


‘It really wasn’t,’ Becca said as behind the counter, a man came out of an inner room. He asked what the problem was, and the girl Jenn spoke right up.


‘I’ll tell you what the problem is,’ she said, as the younger of the two boys with her murmured, ‘Jenn . . .’ in a voice that sounded like a warning. ‘I gave her a twenty,’ Jenn declared. ‘This chick’s seeing things.’


‘Let’s take a look, shall we?’ the man then asked. He swung a small screen around to face the line of customers. It displayed the cash drawer, and it filmed each time the drawer opened. He pushed a button and there it was. The ten-dollar bill went from Jenn’s hands to the cashier’s hands. ‘Move along,’ the man said in a steely voice. ‘Next customer please.’


Becca stepped to the register and paid for her cookies. But not before Jenn said into her ear, ‘You little bitch,’ and then vanished with her two companions.


An announcement told everyone when to head back to their vehicles. Becca followed the crowd. She was careful when she passed the sheriff’s car not to look at it or the boy within it although she caught a glimpse of his shoulder because he was leaning against the window.


Everything was as she’d left it at her bike. The saddlebags still bulged on either side of it, and her backpack leaned against its rear wheel. She worked her way into this again and gazed forward as the ferry dock loomed up ahead. She saw that here the mist was more like fog, a billowing gray veil that hung between her and whatever there was that defined this place. Mostly, what defined it appeared to be trees. There were more trees here than she’d ever seen in an area where people also actually lived.


Becca was used to hillsides sketched with the bony definition of chaparral and a landscape that developers scraped clean to the desiccated dirt before they filled it with thousands of identical houses. Here, though, if there were houses at all, they were somewhere in the trees, because what Becca was looking at was a vast forest: Douglas firs, hemlocks, and cedars that would remain untouched by winter weather, along with alders, birches, maples, and cottonwoods that would lose their leaves and thus bring light to the forest floor. This landscape rose steeply from a beach along which a few houses were strung, brightly lit against the growing gloom.


The ferry workers waited till a ramp was lowered from the dock. Then they took down the barrier chain and waved at the bicyclists and the foot passengers to disembark.


The foot passengers headed to the left, and the bicycle riders headed to the right. Becca went along and found herself on a dock far vaster than she’d expected. Here, she realized, everything was larger than life. Ferries, trees, docks, everything.


As soon as she had walked her bike to the end of the dock, she began to look for Carol Quinn. She didn’t know a thing about what her mom’s friend looked like, but she assumed that there would be someone waiting with a pickup truck into which she could dump her bike.


But there was no one, just a local bus that pulled away and headed in the direction of a highway, just a few cars in a distant parking lot to which ferry passengers walked and then climbed inside. Becca looked around, but she felt no panic. Her mom had phoned Carol Quinn. Becca had seen her do it. Carol Quinn was on her way.


Becca waited ten minutes. Slowly, she ate one of her cookies as those ten minutes stretched to twenty. Another ferry came and went with no Carol Quinn turning up to get her. After the departure of yet another ferry, Becca rustled through her backpack and found the cell phone that was programmed with Laurel’s number.


The call to her mom didn’t go through. Out of range was the reply she received. She would wait a while and phone again, Becca decided, but in the meantime she would start on her way to Carol Quinn’s house because, obviously, something had come up to detain her and she would no doubt meet her on the way.


Becca pulled out the map of Whidbey Island, along with Carol Quinn’s home address. She plotted the most direct route she could find to Blue Lady Lane. Right off the highway, she saw, a street called Bob Galbreath Road would take her there. She wasn’t in the best shape in the world for a bike ride, she knew, but this appeared to be only six miles. A piece of cake, she decided. She had a ten-speed. And anyone with a ten-speed could ride six miles.


Wrong, she discovered. When she pedaled to the highway that led away from the ferry, Becca’s first thought was Oh my God and her second was I’ll never make it. For where the road began, it climbed at once. It curved up and away from the dock, and it disappeared into the fog. Along its right side a few businesses were lined up, hopeful buildings that seemed to cling to the ground with the expectation of otherwise sliding into the water.


Becca actually made it about one hundred and fifty yards before her breath was shrieking through her chest and her heart was slamming so hard that no AUD box was going to be necessary to drown out every other sound around her. Then she turned into a small parking lot. A sign reading Clinton Nail and Spa identified the business and a red neon sign indicated it was open. There was also a light above its door that cast a pyramid glow down to a welcome mat, and it was this light that Becca approached.


She took out the map again. She tried to find another way to get to Carol Quinn’s house. There wasn’t one. So she watched the highway for a good ten minutes, hoping to see a pickup truck slowly going by, with someone inside of it searching for her.


That didn’t happen. She had no choice. She set off again.


The pedaling was so difficult that she was practically standing still. She managed to inch past a low slung Wells Fargo bank and an ancient restaurant with Pizza! Pizza! Pizza! advertised and that same sheriff’s car parked in its lot and, no doubt, the sheriff and that boy inside, scarfing down a king-size pepperoni and cheese. When she crawled past a used car lot, she thought about how she and her mom could have driven onto it and traded the Ford Explorer for whatever came next. Thinking this made her eyes sting, though, so she looked away from the car lot and what it promised and instead looked ahead with the hope of seeing the road she was looking for somewhere in the shrouded distance.


Instead she saw a Dairy Queen. Her heart sang. She’d make for this, she decided. She’d buy herself a hamburger there. French fries and a strawberry shake. Eating her way through her fear was the only answer. She certainly could make it as far as the Dairy Queen, she told herself, especially since there was a meal waiting for her at the end.


As it happened, however, what was also waiting was Bob Galbreath Road. It lay a short distance before the Dairy Queen, giving Becca another option. Since the shadows were lengthening and darkness was approaching, she went for virtue instead of calories. She set off along Bob Galbreath Road.
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Becca discovered quickly enough that Bob Galbreath Road was worse than the highway she’d ridden to get to it. It began with a descent that allowed her to coast, but within fifty yards it started to climb


Soon enough there were trees everywhere. On the right, the edge of the lane ended abruptly. It gave way to a hillside that fell steeply, with thin-trunk alders bursting out of it. This same kind of tree grew in profusion on the other side of the road as well, and in the fog the leaves on the branches above Becca made a tunnel from which drops of water plopped onto the glasses she wore.


Becca shook her head to get the water from the lenses, but she knew better than to remove the glasses altogether. For they were now part of who she was, along with the dismal brown that Laurel had chosen in order to change her hair from strawberry blond to completely ugly.


The important thing was neither her glasses nor her hair, though. Getting to Carol Quinn was paramount. Yet Blue Lady Lane seemed as far away as the moon, and with every revolution of the pedals it became more difficult for Becca to breathe.


The fifth time she came out of the forest to climb yet another hill, a sob leaped out of her chest. She couldn’t tell if she was sobbing for breath or simply sobbing, but what she did know was that she had to rest. She made it to a point where the road wasn’t so narrow, and she got off her bike.


She leaned over the handlebars to catch her breath. That was when she heard the siren approaching, followed in short order by flashing lights.


She thought the worst at once. As the vehicle came closer, she could tell it was a police car. She steeled herself and waited for something to happen, but the car screamed by her as if she were invisible to its occupants.


Becca saw them, though. In the brief instant it took for the car to shoot by, she saw the boy from the ferry again. Their eyes met. She felt the hollowness within him. And then it was gone. What had he done, she wondered, that his insides were so empty? Where was he being taken?


The silence was profound once the police car’s siren faded away. Becca had no idea how much farther she had to go, but she assumed there was little enough hope of reaching Blue Lady Lane before the gloom of the evening became utter darkness. She set off again.


She’d gotten only a quarter mile when she heard a vehicle coming up behind her. She moved as far to the edge as she could, but the engine noise didn’t get any louder. She realized that whoever was coming along in her wake had no intention of actually passing her, and she turned to see a pickup truck, a group of dogs moving restlessly in its bed.


Hallelujah, Becca thought. Carol Quinn at last.


The truck pulled to the side of the road. Someone got out. Becca could see a baseball cap, work boots, and a heavy jacket. A woman’s voice spoke pleasantly. ‘Looks like you’re struggling. Do you need a ride?’ Obviously, Becca thought bleakly, this was not Carol Quinn at all.


She listened for whispers. On the side of the road there was a woman. On the side of the road there was Becca. What there wasn’t was a single whisper.


Becca wasn’t sure what this meant. The lack of whispers from this woman said she was completely different from anyone Becca had ever come into contact with. Although Laurel would have declared that this was the precise reason Becca should avoid her like poison oak, Becca’s grandmother would have taken her aside and said, ‘Special defines itself by absence as well as presence, hon.’


So Becca said, ‘The chain keeps slipping,’ in reference to her bike. This was a lie, but a small one since the chain had been feeling like a chain with the clear intention of slipping every time she had shifted the bicycle’s gears. ‘I’m going to Blue Lady Lane,’ she added.


The woman said, ‘This is your lucky day. I’m going to Clyde,’ as if Becca would know exactly what that would mean. She strode over and said, ‘Let’s get this in the back,’ and she picked up the bike, its weight and the loaded saddlebags nothing at all to her. She carried it to the side of the truck and hoisted it into the bed, saying to the animals, ‘All dogs move,’ before she said to Becca, ‘Hop in the front. Oscar’ll move over. Just let me get this settled.’


Oscar turned out to be a standard poodle, without what Becca thought of as a poodle’s foo-foo hair cut. He was black and he was secured into the seat with its regular belt. Since Becca wasn’t sure if she was intended to unfasten the belt, she waited until the woman opened her door, climbed in, said ‘What’re you waiting for?’ and then laughed when she realized the seat belt was the problem. She said, ‘Sorry. Let me get that. Come on over here, Oscar,’ and when she had the seat belt off the dog, she pulled the poodle over, and then said to Becca, ‘Diana Kinsale. I don’t know you, and I thought I knew everyone on the south end.’


‘Becca King,’ Becca said. She thought the rest: Rebecca Dolores King from San Luis Obispo, California by way of Sun Valley, Idaho, where I was born. I do not ski. You’d think I would, considering, but I don’t.


Diana Kinsale said, ‘Pretty name.’ She put the truck into gear.


Becca glanced back through the window at the pickup’s bed. There were two labs back there and two mixed breeds. She said to Diana, ‘Doggie daycare?’


Diana laughed. She took off her baseball cap and Becca could see that her hair was gray. Becca found this quite strange. She couldn’t remember if she’d ever actually seen gray hair on a woman before this because where she was from women dyed their hair the moment the first strand of gray came in. But Diana Kinsale was the definition of au naturel. She wore no makeup, and her hair wasn’t even styled.


‘They’re all mine,’ Diana Kinsale said in reference to the dogs. ‘I didn’t intend to end up with five of them but one thing always leads to another and here I am. What about you?’


‘I don’t have a dog,’ Becca said. ‘I like them a lot, but my mom’s allergic.’


‘Ah.’ Who is she?


Becca felt a pressure inside her head. Who is she was, of course, the logical question. Who is your mom, this woman who is allergic to dogs, and does she know you’re on your bike all alone in the growing dark with the fog coming in heavier each minute? But these questions weren’t asked. They weren’t even thought.


Becca stole a look at Diana Kinsale. Diana Kinsale glanced at her and said nothing. She punched a button on the radio, and the Dixie Chicks began singing at a volume that precluded conversation.


It didn’t take long to get to Clyde Street. One and a half Dixie Chicks later, and Diana was pulling into the driveway of a gray clapboard house that overlooked water that Becca would come to know as Saratoga Passage. Below the house, a group of cottages sat directly on a spit of beach, and across from this another island rose up in a mass of trees, darkness, and a fistful of flung lights coming from the houses that stood at its south end.


Diana got out of the truck and Oscar followed her. The other dogs began to pace. When Becca joined the woman at the pickup’s tailgate, Diana had lowered it and the four dogs leaped out and began bounding around the front yard.


‘No pooping,’ Diana shouted at them as she heaved the bike out and set it on the ground. She rearranged the saddlebags upon it, and extended her hand to Becca. ‘I hope to see you around, Becca King,’ she said.


Becca reached out for the shake. When their hands met, a tingling shot up Becca’s arm, something between an electric shock and her arm coming awake from sleep. Her eyes met Diana’s and in that moment, Becca knew what her grandmother had said was true. Sometimes the absence of something indicates the presence of something else. The only difficulty lay in discerning what that something else was.


Diana said quietly, ‘Things aren’t always your fault.’


Becca said, ‘Huh?’ because she needed whispers now in order to understand this woman and in the absence of whispers she was only too aware of how lost she could become on Whidbey Island.


Diana said, ‘The chain on your bike? It probably needs some work but it’s natural not to notice that kind of thing till it’s too late. It’s not your fault that the ride was a tough one if your bike’s not in good condition.’


The dogs returned. They began sniffing the ground around Becca’s feet and they’d soon made it up her leg to the vicinity of her jacket pocket where the last two sugar cookies remained.


Diana said, ‘The dogs like you. That’s good,’ and then she said to the animals, ‘Chow time, dogs!’ and the dogs set up a chorus of barking. ‘Stop by anytime,’ Diana said with a wave, and she disappeared toward the back of the house. The dogs followed.


Becca remembered to push her bike. She figured that Diana Kinsale might have known she was lying about the chain slipping, but still she wanted to keep up the pretense. So she pushed it till she came to a streetlight some distance away from Diana’s house and there she unfolded her map to see where Blue Lady Lane was from Clyde Street.


A single glance told her why Diana had said this was her lucky day. Blue Lady Lane broke off from a street at the end of Clyde, and the end of Clyde was clearly visible by the stop sign on its corner.


So, it turned out, was the sheriff’s car that had passed Becca on Bob Galbreath Road. When she made the right turn that would take her to Blue Lady Lane, she saw the car sitting in front of a house midway along the street, where Blue Lady Lane began.


Becca knew, then. She couldn’t have put everything into words, but something had happened and it wasn’t good. At first she thought the police were looking for her. But the presence of at least eight people on the deck outside of the house and the bright lights within the building seemed to suggest something else.


She rolled her bike to a mound of vegetation and from within its shelter she gazed at the house. A low sign in front of it said Horse Haven and lights shone on house numbers upon this. She dug out Carol Quinn’s address, but she was sure of what she would find. The numbers matched.


She crept forward. She crossed the street in the shadows from the trees, and she’d reached the side of the sheriff’s car before she realized the boy was still in it although the sheriff was not.


She began to back off, but the boy got out. He rubbed the back of his neck and gazed at the house on its little rise of land. She froze where she was. Then he turned to her.


Their eyes locked on each others’. People leave . . . someone . . . if death was easy . . . rejoice rejoice . . . caressed the air between them. Then voices broke into the darkness around them as two men approached, coming down the walk from the house.


‘I’m so damn sorry, Mr Quinn. If there’s anything . . .’


The boy glanced their way, then back at Becca. Go, he mouthed. Now. Go. He got back into the car.


But Becca couldn’t go until she heard and knew, and the knowledge came quickly with the other man’s words. She could tell he was crying. ‘Just a little under the weather,’ he said. ‘She felt bad but she thought it was the flu and so did I. And now this.’


‘She’s not the first,’ the sheriff said. ‘With women, a heart attack . . . It doesn’t feel like they think it would feel. She didn’t know that.’


‘She was so strong, Dave.’ He started sobbing.


Becca backed away. She returned to the vegetation and sat. She put her head in her hands and listened to the sound of the sheriff’s car as it drove off. She had no idea what she would do.


Within an hour, everyone had gone as Becca sat and thought and tried and failed to contact Laurel. Out of range, out of range was the message each time, feeding into Becca’s deepest fears. At the end, she had only a single hope. She would have to talk to Carol Quinn’s husband.


Becca stepped out of the vegetation. She approached the house, and as she did so, Mr Quinn came outside and stood on the deck. She hesitated, half-hidden behind a rhododendron. She could see him, but he could only see her if he knew where to look and he wasn’t looking. Instead, he stared out at the water across the street from his house in a way that told Becca he wasn’t actually looking at anything.


He lit a cigarette and smoked for a few moments in silence, and in equal silence Becca watched him. Then what now . . . she never thought . . . no plan came to her, a scattering of thoughts, like bread cast on the water for ducks. But the feelings that came with them made them heavy like boulders and they rolled toward Becca till she stepped into the light.


‘Mr Quinn?’


‘Yeah,’ he said heavily. ‘Who’re you? You lost?’


‘I’m Becca King,’ she said. And then she waited, for the recognition, for the realization, for the remembrance, for anything. She hoped he would say, ‘Oh yes. The girl Carol was going to take in till her mom comes back,’ but he said nothing. So Becca knew from this that Carol Quinn had taken Laurel’s request for absolute secrecy right to her death. Her lips felt stiff and sore as she murmured, ‘I just wanted to say . . . I’m sorry for your loss.’


But he was already deep within his own thoughts, and none of them related to a girl from San Diego on the run from a man who’d murdered his business partner in a phony break-in into the man’s million dollar condo.


Becca went back to her bike. She pulled the cell phone out and she tried again. She heard her mother’s words. It’s programmed, sweetheart. Press one on yours and it’ll connect you to mine. But only in an emergency.


Everything related to Carol Quinn had turned into an emergency, Becca thought. She pressed one and tried for Laurel again. She waited in agony for the connection to go through. But the message was the same as before. Out of range, out of range, out of range.


Wait, she told herself. Just wait for a while. Cell phones got out of range all the time, and she expected that they got out of range frequently in this part of the world. There were mountains and bodies of water and islands and surely all of these things indicated it would be very simple for someone to be out of range for a time.


So wait, wait, wait, she told herself. Just wait, wait, wait. Because the last thing she could face at the moment was the possibility that the very same mother who’d planned their escape from Jeff Corrie so perfectly had ended up leaving her to fend for herself on an island she knew nothing about.
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In that moment, Becca was afraid of a lot of things. Like other girls her age, she’d never been on her own. She’d had her mother and, before her breast cancer death, she’d had her grandmother. Now what she had was a cell phone connecting her to exactly no one unless she wanted to call San Diego and exchange happy greetings with Jeff Corrie. The fact was that Laurel had laid very careful plans, and the big one had just blown up in Becca’s face.


She crossed the street in front of the house where Carol Quinn had lived. The man had gone back inside and she could see him through the brightly lit windows. She couldn’t hear his whispers from this distance and because of the glass between them but she could easily imagine them: Carol . . . Carol . . . what do I do . . . He was moving aimlessly around the living room.


Becca was on a stretch of open grassy land, high above the water. A log lay here, bare like a piece of driftwood that had been brought up from the beach below to serve as a bench. She sat and tried not to think about anything else but an answer to the question, ‘What next?’ To keep herself from going to a place of total panic, she dug in her jacket where the sugar cookies were, and she ate the second one slowly, in order to kill time. A soft rain began to fall, and she put up the hood of her jacket. Then she looked out at the lights across the passage and wondered how far Laurel had gone.


She was heading for British Columbia and a mountain town called Nelson. She had said her reasoning had to do with Roxanne, that old film with Steve Martin and Darryl Hannah. Laurel liked it so much that she had her own DVD of it, and she played it whenever life got to her. It wasn’t the romance of the film that seemed to interest Laurel, though. It was the little town of Nelson where it had been filmed. She studied that town every time she watched Roxanne. She stopped the film and looked at the scenery. She did it so often that Becca had wondered if Laurel was actually looking for someone, like an extra hired from the town. But she never was able to figure this out. For when Laurel watched, she kept her mind going on Listen my children and you shall hear of the midnight ride of Paul Revere and when Becca asked her why she was doing that, her mother said, ‘Discipline, sweetheart,’ as if she was afraid she’d forget the poem because the film would sweep it from her mind. She’d add sharply, ‘And why aren’t you using the AUD box?’


‘The AUD box is for your protection, hon,’ her grandmother would say. ‘It’s to give other people their privacy, sure. But it’s also because you can’t go through your life being bombarded with noise.’


‘You have,’ Becca would answer, for she’d inherited hearing whispers from her grandmother instead of the woman’s flaming red hair.


‘Sure. But your talent’s stronger than mine. It’ll take you a while to learn to control it.’


‘So, I have to wear this dumb thing for the rest of my life?’


‘Just till you learn where the knobs are on the volume in your head,’ her grandmother said. ‘Your mom’s only trying to protect you, hon. It’s for the best.’


But Becca couldn’t see how her mom was protecting her now. So when she’d finished the cookie, which she’d eaten as slowly as she could manage by letting each bite melt on her tongue, she took out the cell phone and called Laurel again.


Out of range was the message another time. Becca gave a little cry, and she shoved the phone back into her pocket. She wanted to be angry with her mother, but she knew there was no point to that. She also wanted to return to Diana Kinsale’s door and ask for help. But despite not having the AUD box plugged into her ear, the fact that she’d gotten no reading off Diana Kinsale worried her. She wasn’t sure what it meant. Still, she couldn’t stay here on the driftwood log, so she roused herself and trudged back to her bike. Under a street light nearby Becca fished out her map of Whidbey Island and traced the route into Langley, which was the nearest town. It wasn’t terribly far at this point: back to Clyde, a few miles to the end of a road called Sandy Point, and then a right turn would put her in the vicinity of downtown, whatever went for downtown in this place. But she didn’t know what she would find there, and she was so tired that she didn’t know what she’d do when she got there. So she refolded the map and returned to her bike. She had to do something and riding was better than nothing.
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