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Billy Thompson heard the voices since
before he could understand spoken words. His little newborn head
would bobble about, trying to identify where the sounds were coming
from. In time, he realized that the higher, more musical voice was
his mother, the deeper, rumbling rocks sort of voice was his
father.

There were other voices he heard in the
hospital room that stayed there. He learned that this was the case
with many voices – they and the people they came from were often
moored to a place – doctors and nurses at the hospital, relatives
at their house, clerks in stores, neighbors on the street. He
didn’t have to work too hard to identify these voices, because they
generally stayed put.

As his motor skills improved, and his
eyes were better able to focus, he could more specifically tie
voices to people instead of just places, so if Billy heard Dr.
Jenkins’ voice outside the hospital, say when he was at the grocery
store with his mother, Billy knew whose voice it was.

There were some voices, though, that he
struggled to locate, but without success. In the early days, his
head would flop this way and that, and he could tell from the
laughter of the older people around him that maybe he shouldn’t be
flailing around so much. But even as he got older, his improved
reflexes and motor control didn’t help him locate the
source.

These voices were with him always, even
more than his mother, and they talked to him wherever he was. He
tried experimentally asking others around him “Did you hear that?”,
or the safer “What did you say?”, and in this fashion he figured
out that other people couldn’t hear these voices; they were
attached to – and only there for – him.

There were several of these
voices that came and went, but there were three that stuck around,
and they did most of the talking. They had names that fit them, and
with which they seemed content, although he couldn’t remember
whether they came with their own, or if he provided them. There was
Henrietta, who was a little high-pitched and high-strung; she
tended to see all the things that could go wrong and was constantly
cautioning Billy not to do things, much to the consternation of Burton, who
bullishly trumpeted about how she “had to let the boy do what a
boy’s gotta do!” Whenever Billy got himself into some situation
that he really shouldn’t have it was usually Burt’s doing, but he
quickly learned that this was not a good defense if he was talking
with anyone other than his voices, so he kept Burt’s involvement to
himself.

The two of them would have driven him
crazy without Laura to level things out. Where Henrietta and Burt
sounded like adults, he thought of Laura as more his age, and he
trusted her. She wasn’t bossy like Burton, or a worrywart like
Henrietta, and although she never tried to talk Billy into or out
of anything, she was always there to support and help him once he
decided, and more than a few times had gotten him out of sticky
situations. He thought of her as the kind of friend who would keep
things from getting so bad that your parents couldn’t help but find
out about them; instead, she made Billy seem like the luckiest or
smartest kid on the block, but he knew where both of those
attributes were coming from.

Even Burt, Henrietta and the others had
their moments. The voices told Billy lots of things, some just
plain helpful (“Your Mom will like the yellow one”), some
encouraging (“You’re faster than him – you can get home before they
catch you”), and some maybe not so helpful, but he could always
count on Laura to help filter out the ones that would do more harm
than good.

Best of all were the times when the
voices told him something that was going to happen. We’re not
talking about Henrietta’s cautions about how he was going to get
hurt or in trouble (which were not always true), or Burt’
admonitions that if he listened to Henrietta then he’d labelled a
sissy-boy and the bullying would get worse (which often were.) The
predictions that mattered usually came from one of the unnamed
voices. Rationally, he knew that these must have been coming and
going all along, but how likely was he to remember anything he
heard before he was six? That’s how old he was when one of the
voices woke him in the middle of the night and told him that his
grandma had gone on to heaven.

The next morning at breakfast he asked
his Mother, “Did Grandma Fredericks die last night?”

“Why, no, of course not,”
his mom said, and just then the phone rang. She answered it, and as
she was listening she stared at him, tears coming to her
eyes.

When she was off the phone she asked
him, “How did you know?”

By now he already knew not to say
anything about the voices.

“I just had a dream,” he
said.

The voices were good at finding things
that were missing. They told him where to find Mrs. Murphy’s cat
(behind the refrigerator), his father’s car keys (under the
lawnmower in the garage), and Sarah Beth’s favorite doll (her
brother had slipped it into a box of donations they had taken to
Goodwill.)

But what stood out to most people was
the uncanny way that Billy seemed to know about people dying. He
would get a quick whisper from one of the unnamed voices that a
relative of someone he knew had passed, and sometimes a message
came with it that he would repeat to the relative. These situations
were always awkward, and some people were distrusting of how he
knew what he knew. He tried ignoring those voices, but this was
doomed to failure, as that one voice would just keep repeating
itself more and more frequently until it was all Billy could hear,
or until he gave in and passed it on.

“Do you see dead people?”
the recipient would sometimes ask.

“I don’t see anything; it’s
just dreams,” Billy would answer.

He knew when people had
died – never when they would
die, but that didn’t stop people from asking
“that strange twelve-year-old Thompson boy”; they were always
disappointed when he didn’t know. His social studies teacher. Mrs.
Helmsley was particularly interested in when she was going to
inherit her wealthy father’s fortune, and she was convinced that
Billy was holding out on her. She wouldn’t trouble him about it
directly in class, but it was a small town, and every so often she
would corner him in the grocery store or the library or wherever
she happened to run into him.

She blocked him once as he was trying
to leave Swenson’s Drugstore.

“When is the old fart going
to croak?” she demanded.

“I don’t know, Mrs.
Helmsley, but I’ll be sure to let you know when he does,” Billy
said.

“You’re in league with him.
How much is he paying you to not tell me?” she hissed.

“That woman is insane. No
one knows when someone is going to die,” Burton muttered.

“Why not?” Billy
asked.

When he talked to the voices in public
he tried to do it inside his head, but his lips would move
unconsciously, which added to his reputation as being both weird
and somewhat unbalanced.

“Why do you keep telling me
about dead people? Are you ghosts?” Billy asked.

“Balderdash! Who has you
thinking that sort of nonsense?” Burton asked.

“I don’t know, Burton – we
might be,” Henrietta quavered.

“Do you remember a past
life?” Burton asked.

“No, but you know how my
memory is,” Henrietta said.

“Besides, Billy, do I ever
tell you about dead people?” Burton asked.

“No, but those other voices
do,” Billy said.

“Maybe the ones who tell
you these things are recently dead themselves,” Laura
said.

“Yes - how else would they
know what they tell you?” Henrietta asked.

“There are no such things
as ghosts,” Burton said.

Ghosts or no ghosts, the voices were
still there, bouncing around in Billy’s head, and they kept him
preoccupied most of the time. If it wasn’t for the help that
Henrietta, Burton and Laura gave him, he’d never make it through
the school day. His teachers could spot when he wasn’t paying
proper attention in class, especially on the occasions when his
lips were moving, or if he fidgeted because a particularly
insistent voice was demanding to be heard.

“Billy Thompson, can you
tell the rest of the class what country we are in?” Mrs. Helmsley
asked.

“The United States,” Billy
said.

The class laughed.

“No, tell the class what
country I have spent the last ten minutes discussing,” Mrs.
Helmsley said.

She tapped the pull-down map at the
front of the classroom with her wooden pointer, but in the general
area of one of the oceans so as not to give anything away. Mrs.
Helmsley would often pull tricks like this on Billy, in the hopes
of having an excuse to keep him after school to drill him about her
father. Billy had spent the last ten minutes dealing with a
particularly obnoxious voice who insisted that he tell Mary Dooley
in the middle of class that her grandmother’s engagement ring was
buried in her sock drawer, so he didn’t have a clue what Mrs.
Helmsley had been lecturing about. Fortunately, Laura was always
paying attention.

“Sweden,” Laura
said.

“Sweden?” Billy
asked.

Mrs. Helmsley eyed him
suspiciously.

“You say that like someone
is feeding you the answers. Do you have anything to tell me?” she
asked.

He wasn’t sure she was asking about
class or about her father, but either way, his answer was still
“No, Ma’am.”

*****

“I don’t know why she just
won’t leave me alone,” Billy muttered.

He was sitting by himself at the
counter of Swenson’s drugstore. The Swenson family had stubbornly
refused to come into the modern age of generic drugstores for
decades, and still had a highly prized soda fountain.

“Well, it would probably
help if you didn’t talk to yourself so much,” Mabel
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