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In loving memory of GA


But this swift business

I must uneasy make, lest too light winning

Make the prize light.

William Shakespeare,

The Tempest


1

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“But if he doesn’t understand …?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“No prob,” Derric told her. “I was.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I know that.”

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

“Why you do white girl hair.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Ya think? When did you get so dumb?”

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

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

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

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

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

“Don’t be a sponge brain.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What?” she asked him.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Pizza afterward,” he added.

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

“You’ll regret it.”

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

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

“To Diana’s? Yeah. She’s my friend.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What?”

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

“By doing what?”

“By telling the truth.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Impressive,” Becca said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I want to try it,” Becca said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Damn,” Becca muttered.

“What is it?”

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

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

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

“Shall we start again?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“That’s all?”

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

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

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

“Did you hear more?”

“Was there more?”

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

“Richard the who?”

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

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

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

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

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

Becca’s eyes widened as she took this in, along with its implications. Nearly two minutes of holding a mental barrier against the invasion of people’s thoughts? It felt like a miracle to her.
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