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PRAISE FOR

Megan’s Island

“A well-regarded writer of suspense for children provides another tightly plotted story.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Involving fare.”

—Booklist
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To Matthew,

who loves books


Chapter One

There was one week of school left on the day the peculiar things began to happen.

At first Megan didn’t realize there was anything wrong. She was thinking about the terrific summer that stretched ahead of her, most of it to be spent with her best friend, Annie. They’d made all kinds of plans.

“We’ll go to the pool every day, and skating at the rink,” Annie had mused.

“And sit in the backyard and talk,” Megan added. “And eat apples and peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwiches.” Annie loved peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwiches. “And when Mom takes her vacation in July, maybe your folks will let you go with us to the lake where Grandpa Davis is staying until his foot heals so he can go back to work.”

Annie had sighed in delight. “It sounds fantastic,” she murmured.

“There’s a lovely private beach,” Karen Collier had told the girls, “and you can fish with my dad, or lie around doing nothing—whatever you like—for two whole weeks.”

Neither Megan nor her brother, Sandy, had ever been swimming anywhere outside of a pool, except for once when they’d had a picnic on the shore of Lake Michigan. The lake where Grandpa had the cottage wasn’t nearly as big as Lake Michigan, but that meant the water would be warmer. And unlike many of the lakes in northern Minnesota, this one had a sandy beach instead of a mucky bottom, so it would be almost as nice as the big lake.

The whole idea made Megan happy just to think about it. Megan and Annie had discussed it in a whisper in school that day. Both were hoping their parents would buy them new swimsuits before July. And Mr. Boldt had said, “Vacation’s not for another week, girls. Let’s keep our minds on reviewing math for another day or two, all right?”

Annie had blushed, but Megan knew Mr. Boldt wasn’t really annoyed with them. He was looking forward to vacation, too. He’d already told them he was spending his summer on Prince Edward Island, up in Canada, and he’d promised to bring back pictures of the red cliffs and beaches, and of the house where Anne in Anne of Green Gables had lived. (Well, really it was the author of the book who had lived there, but Mr. Boldt said it was almost the same thing.)

Annie had always gone to Fairview School, and she took it for granted. Megan, however, had been there just this year, in the sixth grade. Before that, her family had moved quite a bit. Her mother said it was hard for a woman alone to find a job that paid enough to let her support two kids.

Once in a while, Megan thought about how nice it would be to have two parents—maybe even a mother who could stay home instead of having to go to work every day—so that money wouldn’t be such a problem. She knew that if Grandpa Davis hadn’t sent a check every month or two, making ends meet would have been much more difficult for the Collier family. Her mother’s salary just about covered the rent and the grocery bill, with almost never anything left over.

“Megan! Come set the table, please!” her mother called that evening.

“Coming,” Megan responded, reluctantly closing her book and sliding off the bed. Her mind was still on the story, the adventures of a girl and her father in the wilderness. She wondered if she would have had adventures of that land, too, if her father hadn’t died when she was a baby. Well, when Sandy was a baby, really, she amended. Megan herself had been three when it happened, though she didn’t remember it.

Annie’s dad didn’t take her camping, but he sometimes gave her the money to treat Megan to a movie or an afternoon of skating. Megan was sure her own dad had been like Annie’s, friendly and generous. She sighed, walking into the kitchen and opening the cupboard to get out the dishes.

“Mom, did Daddy like camping and things like that?” she asked.

For a moment the knife Mrs. Collier was using to chop vegetables stopped making sounds against the wooden board. When Megan turned, the plates held in both hands, her mother’s face had taken on that stillness she usually got when the subject of her husband came up.

Because she could tell that it still hurt to talk about him, even after all these years, Megan didn’t often mention her father. She’d been thinking about the book she was reading, and this time she’d spoken without considering her mother’s feelings.

Mrs. Collier began to chop again, and her face smoothed out. “No, I’m afraid not, honey. He wasn’t an outdoorsman, not the way Grandpa Davis is. Hand me that bowl, will you?”

For some reason Megan persisted. Maybe it was because, for just this minute, she wished so hard that she had a father.

“What did he like to do?”

Again the chopping blade hesitated, though only momentarily. “Oh, dancing. He was a good dancer.”

“And reading?”

“No. He wasn’t much of a reader, either.”

“What, then? He must have done something besides dance.”

“He liked sports,” her mother said after a moment, reaching for a tomato to slice. “He went to ball games, fights, things like that. Megan, maybe you’d better call Sandy. The casserole will be out of the oven in a few minutes.”

Tuna casserole again. She could tell by the smell. Megan sighed. Tuna casserole was becoming her least favorite food, but it was cheap. She wondered if she dared broach the subject of a new swimsuit tonight, or if she should wait until the next time they got a check from Grandpa, which usually put her mother in a good mood.

Sandy had been playing kick-the-can, and he was hot and sweaty. Sandy was ten, a year younger than Megan, and everyone always knew they were brother and sister. They were both slim and had blue eyes and reddish-gold hair that curled. Well, Megan’s only waved, though her mother said if she’d cut it short it would curl like Sandy’s. Megan didn’t want to cut it. It reached halfway down her back, and it was the prettiest thing about her. She knew her face was perfectly ordinary, but everybody said she had beautiful hair. When they noticed that, they forgave her the sprinkling of freckles across her nose.

As Sandy headed for the table, their mother made good-natured scolding noises. “Wash first, please!”

He sniffed at the dish she was removing from the oven. “Tuna casserole again? I don’t know if it’s worth washing for.”

“Then don’t eat,” Mrs. Collier said calmly. “We’re economizing tonight so that on Sunday we can have baked ham. If you want to wait until then to wash in order to eat, it’s all right with me.”

“I wish it were Sunday now,” Sandy commented as he disappeared in the direction of the bathroom.

Megan plucked a slice of cucumber out of the salad bowl. It reminded her of the green bathing suit she’d seen at K-Mart. She’d better not wait until Grandpa sent a check to lay the groundwork, not if she didn’t want the money spent before Mom set aside enough for the suit.

“Annie and I were looking at the swimsuits they have on sale at the mall,” she began.

Mrs. Collier sighed. “On sale already, and it’s only the first week in June? Too bad for anyone who needs a new suit in August. By then they’ll be selling snowsuits, I suppose. You forgot the napkins, honey.”

Megan absentmindedly reached for the plastic container holding the paper napkins. “I saw this one, it was pale green, and in my size. My old one’s getting awfully short, Mom. I’ve let the straps out as far as I can. I’ll be needing a suit all summer, for here and if we go to the lake. Annie’s getting one—red with a white stripe across here. . . .”

It wasn’t quite true. Annie’s mother hadn’t yet agreed to the new suit, but she probably would. Annie’s dad was a bank manager, and at their house it wasn’t a question of whether or not they could afford it. The Van Dows never actually had to go without anything important.

“Oh, Megan . . .” Her mother stared at her helplessly, then shrugged. “Well, maybe, when Grandpa sends another check—but I don’t know if he’ll be able to for the rest of the summer, honey. He’s up at the lake, you know, because he hurt his foot. Until he goes back to work he probably won’t have much money to spare.”

Megan hadn’t thought about that. Disappointment coursed through her, and she didn’t pursue the matter. She knew it made her mother feel bad when she couldn’t do things for them. Megan ate her tuna casserole with a lump in her throat.

After she’d cleared the table, Megan took the trash out to the can near the alley. She was on the back steps, returning to the kitchen, where Sandy was washing the dishes and her mother was putting them away, when she heard the crash.

Megan pulled open the screen door and stared at broken fragments of glass all over the floor. Her mother, who had changed into shorts when she came home from work, was looking down at her bare feet amidst the shards of what had been her favorite salad bowl.

“Hey, you cut your feet!” Sandy exclaimed. “You okay, Mom?”

Mrs. Collier reached over and turned off the little portable TV they often carried into the kitchen to entertain them while they did dull chores there. “Yes, I guess so. Megan, get the broom and sweep this up before I try to walk, will you? Sandy, would you bring the first-aid kit?”

It wasn’t until they’d cleaned out the small cuts, and put a Band-Aid over the worst one, that Megan asked, “What happened, anyway?”

“The bowl just slipped out of my hands, I guess. Clumsy me,” Mrs. Collier said.

She wasn’t usually clumsy. She never tripped over her own feet, as Megan and Sandy often did.

“I’m sorry about the bowl. Grandma gave it to you the year before she died, didn’t she?”

“Yes. Here, Sandy, you can put this back in the bathroom.” Mrs. Collier passed over the first-aid kit and stood up, putting out a hand to a chair back to steady herself.

“You look pale, Mom,” Megan said, and her mother shook her head.

“Silly. It was such a little bit of blood,” she said. “Finish putting the dishes away for me before you go to Annie’s, will you?”

She left Megan alone in the kitchen, wondering. Her mother had never gotten pale or faint at the sight of blood before. When Sandy had cut his hand so badly it required twelve stitches, their mother hadn’t turned a hair. It was puzzling.

Two hours later, when she came back from Annie’s, where they’d played tetherball in the backyard, Megan found her mother doing something even more puzzling.

She was in Megan’s room, putting clothes into a big suitcase.

“Mom? What’s going on?” Megan watched her mother hastily fold a pair of pink shorts and a green-and-white-striped shirt together, as if they matched.

“We’re leaving for the lake tonight,” Mrs. Collier said. “Finish this, will you? I’ve cleaned out the two top drawers. Do the rest of those, and then get the stuff out of the closet. Just pack what you’ll need at the lake; put everything else into those boxes. I’ve asked Jenny to see to our things, put everything in storage.”

Shock made Megan’s mouth dry. “Tonight? Mom, there’s still a week of school!”

“Missing the last few days won’t hurt either of you. You’ve already had your tests, haven’t you? It’s just parties and busywork, you said so yourself. Don’t forget to take a couple of sweaters—early mornings on the water can be chilly.”

“Mom! Why? How come we’re going? And why tonight? It’s a long way to the lake, and it’s almost nine o’clock now. . . .”

Her mother grew very still, so that apprehension crept over Megan and made her still, too.

“Honey, please do as I say and don’t ask any questions now. I don’t have time to answer them. I’ve never asked you to do anything unreasonable, have I? Well, trust me now. I’ll explain when I can. All right?”

Her mother’s attempt at a smile was pathetic. Megan’s throat closed, and she couldn’t answer.

When her mother crossed the hall and began to give Sandy the same instructions, Megan scarcely heard her younger brother’s startled protest.

It didn’t make sense. Even though they’d moved around a lot, they’d never skipped the last week of school before. And Annie was supposed to go with them to the lake, after school was out. Mrs. Van Dow would never allow Annie to skip the last week of school and go with them now.

Megan stepped to the doorway. Her voice wavered. “Mom, what about . . .”

“Not now, Megan. Please, just pack your things right away.”

Megan felt tears prickling in her eyes. Something was wrong. Terribly wrong.


Chapter Two

“Megan?”

She turned at the whisper to find Sandy in the doorway. They could hear their mother in her own room as he came toward Megan, staring down at the suitcase she had just closed.

“What’s going on?” he wanted to know.

“Your guess is as good as mine. You were home all evening. Did Mom get a phone call or something?”

Sandy shook his head. “I never heard it ring.”

“Or something in the mail that upset her?”

“Nothing but a catalog. Are we really going to Grandpa’s without finishing school?”

“It sure sounds like it,” Megan said. “She seemed okay before supper. Then she broke her best salad bowl and cut her feet a little bit, and I went over to Annie’s. When I got back she said we were going to leave tonight for the lake, and not to ask questions now. What did she do while I was gone?”

Sandy sank onto the edge of the bed. “She went in her bedroom and closed the door. She took the telephone with her, so she must have called somebody.”

“Jenny.” Jenny Halloway was Mrs. Collier’s best friend at the office where they both worked. “She said she’d asked Jenny to put our things in storage.”

She watched her brother’s face as that sifted through his mind. “You mean we’re not going for just a couple of weeks? We’re not coming back here? Ever?”

The fear was stronger now. “I don’t know. If the stuff’s in storage I guess . . .” Her voice trailed off. She didn’t know what it meant. “It was funny, her breaking the bowl that way. She never breaks things.”

“Not like me,” Sandy said, nodding.

“I thought she’d be upset about it. It was the last thing Grandma gave her. But except for telling me to sweep up the glass, she didn’t even seem to think about the bowl. What happened to make her drop it?”

“I don’t know. I was washing dishes, and she was drying things and putting them in the cupboard. In between, she was watching TV, I guess.”

“What was on?” Megan asked.

“The news, I think. Or maybe it was nearly time for it. I wasn’t paying any attention. I was thinking about the ball game tomorrow. I’m not going to get to play now, am I?”

They both jumped when Mrs. Collier spoke from the doorway. “Finished? I’m going to back the car out. Put the suitcases in the trunk, Sandy. We’ll be ready to go in a few minutes.”

For a moment after she turned away, they were speechless. “We’re really going to go. At ten o’clock at night,” Sandy said, incredulous.

Megan took a few steps after her mother. “Mom, I’ve got to call Annie. I can’t just leave. . . .”

“No. No, don’t call anyone. You can get in touch with Annie later. It’s too late tonight,” her mother said firmly.

“Well, Annie will be asleep, but her folks always watch the late news—I can just explain to them. . . .” Explain what? she wondered. That her mother had apparently lost her mind?

“No. No phone calls.” To emphasize that, Mrs. Collier stooped and unplugged the telephone from the wall and wound the cord around it on the table where it stood. “Come on, kids, load the car. It’s going to take all night to get there, and I want to make it by dawn if we can.”

“Mom . . .” Megan said, pleading, and not only for permission to make the call to Annie. She was scared, and she needed to know what was happening.

She got a hug, but it didn’t help. “I know I’m upsetting you. Believe me, it’s necessary that we go right away. I’ll tell you why when I can. Here, you take that bag, Sandy—Megan and I will get the rest.”

There was nothing to do but obey, though Megan’s mind whirled. No finishing school. No last-day picnic. No summer with Annie. What would Annie think when Megan didn’t show up to walk to school tomorrow? When she called and there was no answer? When she rang the bell and learned the house was empty? When, after she’d been invited to go with Megan to the lake for a vacation, the whole Collier family just disappeared?

Did Jenny know why they were leaving? If Megan called Jenny right now and asked, would she learn anything?

No, she decided. She probably didn’t have time before her mother came back, and even if she did, grown-ups always stuck together. Jenny wouldn’t tell her what was going on. She’d say, “Ask your mother.”

The big suitcase was so heavy it took both hands to haul it off the bed. Megan staggered down the hallway with it, and stumbled over a wastebasket near the front door, overturning it. She stopped in disgust to pick up the spilled contents.

The last thing she picked up didn’t immediately go back into the wastebasket. She swallowed, looking at it, jumping guiltily when Sandy came back inside for another load.

“What’s the matter?” he demanded.

“Nothing,” Megan lied, and dropped the torn envelope in with the other trash. The envelope was addressed to Mrs. Lightner, their landlady, and was torn nearly in half, so that the check inside showed through the tear.

Why was her mother tearing up the rent check she’d intended to mail tomorrow?

The only reason Megan could think of was that they weren’t going to live here anymore. They weren’t going to pay the rent for the coming month. Whatever was the matter was serious, and they weren’t coming back.

The fear inside Megan grew until she felt suffocated with it, unable to breathe. Yet there was nothing she could do except go with Sandy and their mother.

    *  *  *

Mrs. Collier turned on the car radio to a program of soft music as they sped through the night. Occasionally they went through a town where there were lights around them for a few minutes. Mostly they were on the open highway with only an occasional set of oncoming headlights to break the darkness, or the diminishing red sparks of taillights as a car passed them at high speed.

In the backseat, solidly surrounded by bundles and boxes, blankets and pillows, Sandy slept. Megan was tired, too, but for some time she couldn’t follow her brother’s example.

She rested her head on the back of the seat, wishing she dared to press her mother for the answers she was almost afraid to hear. What could have sent them into flight this way, without even telling Annie she was going?

It was flight, Megan thought. They were running from something, but what? She couldn’t imagine anything that could have caused her mother to be scared enough to run away.

She turned her head slightly, intending to ask if there weren’t time, finally, to explain. Her mother’s profile showed in the dim light from the dashboard, and something about it made the question die in Megan’s throat, unspoken.

She had seen her mother tired, and cross, and nearly sick with worry, but usually the anxiety was over how to pay for something important. Megan had never seen her looking this way.

Her mother, too, was afraid.

Her heart beating a nervous tattoo in her chest, Megan willed herself to be calm. To wait, until her mother was ready to talk.

When they got to Grandpa’s, she thought. Then her mother would tell her what was going on.

After a while, she slept.

She woke as the sky was growing pink and gray in the east. Her mouth was dry, and there was a crick in her neck because her head had rolled sideways.

Her mother glanced at her as she stretched and groaned.

“Good morning. I hope you got a good rest.”

Her mother had had no rest. She had driven all night, with only one stop to get gas and use a restroom.

“I was dreaming,” Megan said, aware that she was hungry. Normally she would have had a snack before she went to bed last night, but the turn of events had driven hunger right out of her mind. “About Daddy, when I was a little girl, and he tossed me in the air and laughed.”

Mrs. Collier turned on her flasher and swung the car out around a slow-moving truck. “Do you remember him, Megan?”

“No, not really. He had red hair, though, didn’t he? Like Sandy’s and mine? And he was strong and good looking.”

“Yes.”

“I knew he was my dad, in the dream. I wish he hadn’t died.” Maybe, if he were still with them, they wouldn’t be running this way. He would be taking care of whatever the problem was. Daddies weren’t afraid of things the way kids and mothers sometimes were. Or were they? Until last night, she hadn’t thought mothers got scared, either—not scared enough to drive away from home in the middle of the night without telling anyone.

Her mother didn’t answer, concentrating on her driving. “It’s only a few more miles now.”

“Does Grandpa know we’re coming?”

Mrs. Collier shook her head. “No phone, remember?”

So they hadn’t set this up between them ahead of time, through their usual letters. If they had, she’d have told the children before last night. That only made it more peculiar than it already was.

The village sign said Welcome to Lakewood, Minnesota—Population 840—A Friendly Town; a big, fancy sign for such a small place. And then they were slowing down to roll through the streets that were deserted at a little after five-thirty in the morning. There were two gas stations, a general store, and a church spire showing above a cluster of houses.

In the other direction, the lake was still pewter-colored in the dawn. Before last night, Megan had been excited about coming here, had looked forward to it. Now she didn’t know how she felt.

Behind her, Sandy stirred. “Where are we? Is there any place open to get something to eat?”

“We’ll be at Grandpa’s cottage in another twenty minutes,” Mrs. Collier assured him. “He’ll feed us. It’s a pretty lake, isn’t it? You’ll have fun here.”

Fun. The word was jarring, after what had happened last night. After they’d had to leave home without telling Annie they were leaving. Annie would be hurt, as hurt as Megan knew she would be if the situation were reversed. She didn’t want to hurt Annie. Annie was the closest friend she’d ever had.

The air was cool and pine-scented as the road left the water and plunged into a forest of evergreens. Megan sat up straighter. In spite of her anxiety, she was hungry, too, and she looked forward to seeing Grandpa Davis and the lake up close.

“Watch for a red mailbox,” her mother instructed, and then, “There it is! We turn here!”

Sandy glanced over his shoulder. “It’s quite a ways from town, isn’t it?”

“Six miles,” his mother confirmed. “Too far to walk, but Grandpa goes in once a week for groceries and supplies.”

There wasn’t much of anything else to go to town for, Megan thought. She hadn’t seen a movie theater or a bowling alley, or anything like that for entertainment. She wondered if there were any other kids living on the lake. A friend like Annie would be wonderful, but Annie probably would never forgive her. Not unless she could come up with a powerful excuse for having simply disappeared overnight.

The trees around them thinned, and they saw the lake again.

Now the sun was red in the eastern sky, and it tinted the surface of the water a shifting pink; on the far side, the forest remained black and seemingly impenetrable.

“The second driveway, Dad said. Ah, there it is.” The car swung to the right, and they went a short distance before coming to a small clearing.

The cottage was nothing special, just a frame building with peeling white paint and dark red shutters. If there hadn’t been an old car in the yard, Megan would have thought it was deserted. Beyond it, there was a narrow strip of pale, sandy beach with several outcroppings of dark rock, and beyond that, black on the pink-tinged water, an island.

Megan’s heartbeat quickened. An island? It was only a little one, but it was so close to land that surely she could get out there. She wondered if Grandpa had a boat. There was something mysterious and special about an island.

Mrs. Collier let the car roll almost to the screened porch that ran the entire length of the cottage, then turned off the ignition. In the silence they heard a frog croaking, and far out on the lake, an outboard motor.

“Well, we’re here. We might as well get out,” Mrs. Collier said, and Megan wondered if she imagined the quaver in her mother’s voice.


Chapter Three

Megan’s uneasiness deepened as they got out of the car. The early-morning air was chilly and out across the lake something gave a wild, sad cry. A loon? Hadn’t one of Grandpa’s letters said something about the loons?

Obviously Grandpa Davis wasn’t expecting them. If he’d known they were coming, he’d have come out to meet them by this time, for he would surely have heard the car.

Mom was uneasy as well as exhausted, Megan thought. That’s why she was acting so oddly—fumbling with her seat belt, groping for her purse, and then having difficulty in finding the key for the trunk so they could take out their luggage.

Sandy looked around with interest. “This is a neat place,” he said. “Megan, did you see the islands?”

“Is there more than one?” She turned to stare out over the slate-colored water, which was already losing its pink tinge as the sun rose higher in the sky.

“Yeah. There’s the one right off that way, and then there’re a couple more farther on down the lake. One of them’s so little maybe it’s only a big rock. Gosh, I’m starved! Where’s Grandpa?”

“Maybe you’d better carry one of these bags over to the porch, and knock on the door,” Mrs. Collier suggested. Her voice didn’t sound quite right, either.

Sandy had his fist raised toward the cottage door when it suddenly opened and Grandpa Davis stood there in a pair of old flannel pajamas, his graying hair standing in uncombed wisps. He blinked, and his jaw sagged momentarily. “Well, I’ll be darned! I didn’t expect you folks for another couple of weeks!”

Megan glanced at her mother. Though she was smiling, it wasn’t her usual open smile.

“I hope it’s all right, Dad. There wasn’t any way to call you. I’ll explain later. We’re all starved. I hope you’ve got something to eat.”

“Sure, sure. Come on in.” Grandpa was a tall man with wide shoulders and hips narrow enough so his pajama pants sagged. He hitched them up with one hand. “Give me a chance to get dressed, and we’ll mix up a batch of sourdough pancakes, how about that? Got some real maple syrup to go on ’em. Bet you kids never tasted any real maple syrup, just that cheap stuff they bottle these days. Sandy, I didn’t exactly get things ready for you yet, but I figured you’d have the little bedroom in the back, there, and Megan and your mom could share the front bedroom. Take the bags through that door, boy, and give me a few minutes.”
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