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THE PURGATORIUM: BOOK ONE



Chapter One: The Island




A morning fog was just beginning to thin in
the sticky, ocean breeze. Whether it was the sharp smell of dead
fish or lingering anxiety from the plane ride, Daphne could not eat
when Cam offered to buy her a snack at a stand in the harbor. He
bought himself a baked pretzel, and then the two of them followed
Dr. Hortense Gray up the ramp and onto the catamaran, pulling their
bags behind them.

They maneuvered through a crowd of
school-age children in matching yellow t-shirts. Of the twenty or
so other passengers, most were men in their thirties and forties.
She and Cam were the only teenagers aboard.

Daphne stood at the railing overlooking the
water with Cam on one side of her and the doctor on the other. The
wind whipped her brown hair around her face despite her efforts to
tuck it behind her ears. She missed this beauty. She’d forgotten
how breathtaking it was. Her parents used to take her and her
brother and sister to the beach all the time. There was nothing
like gazing at the ocean where it met the sky on the horizon.

But the beauty could not stop her from
trembling, could not stop the dread gripping her chest. Cam had
said a wildlife refuge and a resort with pristine beaches. He
hadn’t said a thing about therapeutic exercises. She’d had to hear
it from this strange doctor who had met them at the airport in
Ventura. Was the doctor like a life coach? Would Daphne have to
climb a rock wall or plunge down a zipline? She should have known
her parents wouldn’t let her go with Cam to a getaway resort just
for fun. She should have been more suspicious. Tears pricked her
eyes. She felt betrayed. Betrayed by her parents and her best
friend.

As the catamaran reached the open sea, a pod
of dolphins leapt ahead of them, as if guiding them to their
destination.

“Look!” Cam pointed at the
group of four leaping in turns from the water beside the
boat.

Daphne’s cheeks stretched into a smile in
spite of everything. The dolphins were amazing.

“Just wait,” Cam said, his
blond hair flattening against his head with the wind. “We might see
a humpback whale. Keep your fingers crossed.”

She stood close to Cam’s tall, wiry frame as
though the two years they had rarely spoken had never existed. She
hadn’t even so much as texted him a happy birthday wish last month
when he had turned eighteen. For the millionth time, she wished she
could go back to that night she had failed to get out of bed.

 


An hour passed with no humpback sightings,
but soon a great mound of rock could be seen—bald, solid, smooth
like the skin of a whale, and round like a bowling ball. Daphne
couldn’t imagine how such a rocky place could hold any kind of
paradise. Then a long, narrow pier became visible, and beside it, a
rocky beach. The boat docked at the end of the pier, and all but
Daphne, Cam, the doctor, and the captain climbed out.

Where were the pristine beaches?

The captain then turned the boat north and
skirted around to another part of the island, where there were more
rocky crags with waves crashing into and away from them, tossing
the boat side to side, until they came into a large harbor full of
other boats.

To Daphne’s right were hundreds of pelicans
roosting on a rocky beach of shale. Some slept standing up, others
cleaned their feathers, and still others walked around inspecting
the shoreline and the shallow waters surrounding it.

Kara would have liked this, she thought.

“They’re looking for
sardines in the kelp beds,” Cam said.

Daphne used her hand as a visor. “Look at
them all.”

An even longer pier than the first shot out
into the harbor, and they were now moving to it.

“Prisoners Harbor,” Cam
said.

This side of the island was certainly more
beautiful than the eastern point at Scorpion Anchorage, but Daphne
still saw no evidence of pristine beaches. A wildlife refuge this
island may be, but where was the resort?

Once they docked, Daphne and Cam followed
Dr. Gray up five rungs on a ladder to the pier, and then they
dragged their luggage across the narrow row of boards toward
several flights of steps. Descending from the steps ahead of them
were two people, an African-American boy and girl in their teens.
The girl was bald as the rock at Scorpion Anchorage, as though she
had undergone chemotherapy.

“Look at me!” the girl
growled at Dr. Gray, and Daphne thought perhaps they were related,
having the same round dark eyes and high cheek bones.

“Come along, Daphne,” Dr.
Gray said, ignoring the girl.

The girl grabbed Daphne’s wrist and started
to say something, but Cam moved between them.

“We don’t want any
trouble,” he said.

“Are you okay?” Daphne
asked the girl, trying to see around Cam, but the bald teen turned
away, scuttled down the pier, and quickly boarded the
boat.

“What’s her deal?” Daphne
asked Cam.

“Don’t know,” he said,
leading her onward.

“That was odd.”

“Yeah. It was. Come
on.”

The squawking of the pelicans could be heard
from the several flights of wooden steps, but they were less
visible until Daphne reached the summit near a dirt road, where a
jeep and its driver waited. The driver was an older man, maybe in
his forties, with tanned skin and a straw cowboy hat. He nodded at
them as they approached.

“Hello, Roger,” Dr. Gray
said.

“Nice to have you back,
Hortense,” the driver said with a southern drawl. “The island ain’t
the same without you.”

From this point, Daphne looked out over the
ocean and, although the view was spectacular, she frowned. This
wasn’t what she had expected.

It wasn’t like she hadn’t asked a lot of
questions. Cam had gone the summer before, and then, this summer,
one rare evening while she’d sat in her tree in the backyard, the
thick oak leaves forming a shield around her, he had told her about
it.

She hadn’t seen him in the tree-house on the
other side of the six-foot wooden fence that separated their two
yards. When he called out to her, she’d been crying again, and
although she had wanted to scramble down the trunk and run inside
and hide, he’d asked her a question that had made her pause.

“If you could spend your
final days anywhere in the whole wide world, where would it
be?”

“Are you drunk?” she had
asked.

“No. Just curious. ” Then
he had added, “I miss you, Daph.”

“I’d spend my last days on
a beach somewhere beautiful,” she had said.

“I know just the place.” He
had jumped from his tree-house, had bolted over the fence, and had
landed at the base of her tree faster than she had been able to
wipe her eyes.

“I’m sorry you didn’t get
to see a humpback,” Cam said beside her now. “Maybe on the way
back.”

They drove by picnic tables, trees, a kayak
rental, and an outhouse as the driver took them along a canyon
ridge toward the center of the island. A few minutes later they
came up on two other buildings with solar panels turned toward the
sun, a long wooden deck, and two greenhouses. To their right was a
deeper valley with a stream running down the middle and pine
trees.

“Look there!” Hortense Gray
pointed above the valley. “A bald eagle. See it?”

“Oh, yeah,” Daphne
said.

“Isn’t it fantastic?” Cam
handed her a pair of binoculars from his bag. “Use
these.”

She took them and looked closely at the
majestic bird as it soared through the sky above the valley.

“See if you can spot any
foxes,” Cam said, full of enthusiasm.

Daphne scoured the landscape for wildlife.
Gulls flew to and from the sea up high above where the eagle
soared. The valley looked like a manicured fairway on a top-notch
golf course with a stream running down the middle of it and
branching off into smaller ones. Along the sides of the “fairway”
were pines and shrubs and grassy knolls. The spring ran heavily
from the highland but narrowed in places where it gently rushed
over rocks.

A figure stepped into her view through the
binoculars, but it was no fox. She watched it, focused the lenses.
It was a person. A hiker? A girl with long black hair trailing
behind her ran along the stream, turning back to look, as though
she were being followed.

Just then a man grabbed the girl by the hair
and dragged her back up the hill and into a copse of trees.

Daphne’s stomach dropped. “Oh my God!”

“What?” Dr. Gray
asked.

Daphne’s tongue twisted in her mouth as she
stammered, “A man….and a girl! He’s hurting her!”

The doctor took the binoculars and pointed
them toward the valley. “Where? I don’t see anything?”

“I swear they’re out
there,” Daphne said, her stomach forming a knot. “I saw them. We
have to do something!” She gave Cam a pleading look, and said
again, “We have to do something.” Why wasn’t he more alarmed? “We
have to go down there and help her. What are we waiting
for?”

“Roger, take us down into
the valley, please,” Dr. Gray said.

The driver sped downhill. The road ended
about twenty yards from the spring. Roger stopped the jeep, and all
four climbed out.

Daphne pointed to the ground, insistently.
“They were here, I swear I saw them. He was pulling her by the
hair.”

When the adults looked back at her blankly,
she took off running through the nearby trees, her heart beating
wildly. Why wasn’t anyone taking her seriously? Panic had overtaken
her and she couldn’t think. She couldn’t think. “Hello?” She saw
and heard no one.

The others also called out and began to
search the trees.

After several minutes, they all met up
again.

Dr. Gray said, “Oh, this is no good.”

“What should we do?” Cam
asked, out of breath.

The doctor put a hand on Daphne’s shoulder.
“Please don’t be offended by what I’m about to say.”

Daphne couldn’t believe the patronizing look
on the taller woman’s face. “I didn’t imagine it,” she said,
panting.

“It’s been a long, tiring
trip, and islands are famous for their mirages, especially this
one,” Dr. Gray said.

“Not mirages,” Roger said.
“Ghosts.”

“Please, Roger. Don’t
start.” Dr. Gray shook her head.

“What ghosts?” Daphne
asked. Even though she didn’t believe in ghosts, goose-bumps popped
up along her arms.

“Let’s go on to the
resort,” Dr. Gray said. “I’ll phone the naval guards when we get
there and tell them what you saw.”

“What ghosts?” Daphne asked
again in the jeep in the backseat beside Cam. She twisted back with
her eyes held up to the binoculars, scanning the stream and nearby
woods for signs of the girl and her attacker as the jeep climbed
toward the canyon ridge.

“We aren’t going to talk
about nonsense,” the doctor said.

“She has a right to know
about the island’s legends,” Roger objected.

“Is this the one about
Misink?” Cam asked. “The guy who threw the men in the ocean and
took the women on his rainbow bridge?”

Hortense Gray turned from the front
passenger seat. “The Chumash believed the first people grew from
seeds planted on this island by the Earth Goddess, Hutash. When the
island became overpopulated with people, she sent down Misink, the
guardian of nature, to set things right. They say each year Misink
threw six young men into the ocean where they turned into dolphins.
That’s why the Chumash consider the dolphins to be their
brothers.

“Misink also took six
unmarried women and had them for himself. They say he took them
into the sky by way of his rainbow bridge, and they were never seen
alive again.”

“What does this have to do
with ghosts?” Daphne put down the binoculars, the deep valley now
out of view.

Roger said, “People say Misink comes for
women about your age to take with him to the skies, and sometimes
they come back and wander this here island.”

“Interesting legend, but
you don’t expect me to believe that was Misink out there in the
valley, do you?” Daphne smelled a set-up. “Is this some kind of
joke?” She expected one of them to say, Bwahahahaha, any minute
now.

Roger coughed and cleared his voice.

Cam whispered, “Apparently Roger is a
believer.”

“Like you can talk,” she
whispered back. Cam had made plenty of claims throughout their
childhood of having seen his grandmother in his attic. Her brother,
Joey, a year older than Cam, still believed Cam’s grandmother spoke
to him.

Roger said, “I dare you to spend one night
at the old Christy Ranch, and then you can laugh at me all you
like.”

“What’s old Christy Ranch?”
Daphne asked.

“It’s on the western end of
the island,” Roger said. “That there ranch house is haunted by the
wife of a slave trader.”

“Have you seen her ghost?”
Cam asked.

“No, but I’ve heard the
screaming.”

“What screaming?” Daphne
asked.

“Out on Haunted Bridge,”
Roger replied. “I’ve heard the screaming with my own ears. My pal
and I searched all over in the morning and found no trace of anyone
and no explanation for the screams. People say the wife of the
slave trader was horrified when she learned what her husband done,
and, once when he was headed back for more slaves, she sunk his
ship with him and his crew aboard. They say she went crazy until
she died. They say she’s responsible for a lot of the ships that
wreck in that there part of the sea.”

As they made their descent
into the canyon, no one said more about the incident Daphne may or
may not have seen. Daphne was tired and had eaten little. Maybe
she had imagined
the figures in the valley.

Joey, her brother, saw people who weren’t
there all the time. Daphne worried one day she would begin to see
them, too.

No. She knew what she had seen. They’d been
real, flesh and blood, living people. But something gave her the
feeling that Dr. Gray and Roger were messing with her.

 



Chapter Two: A New Friend




As the jeep topped the ridge, the resort
came into view at the bottom of the canyon. It consisted of a
swimming pool, tennis courts, and a large central building
surrounded by fifty or so smaller, single cabanas, which reminded
Daphne of Tiki huts.

The jeep pulled up to the cabana marked with
the number one on a bamboo post. Hortense Gray climbed out and
crossed onto the patio in front of the unit, where there were two
rockers and a table. So far so good. The bright red door where the
doctor stooped with a key was flanked by two windows. The wind was
milder down here in the canyon. Roger carried in Daphne’s bags
behind Dr. Gray and then returned to the jeep. Daphne and Cam
followed the doctor inside.

The unit was small but
nicely decorated, cool, and comfortable. To the left was a queen
bed with a rich red duvet that seemed to invite Daphne to crawl
beneath it and rest. To the right were two upholstered chairs in
stripes of red and gold with a coffee table in front of them.
Perfect reading chairs, she thought. (She had brought along two
books that had always been on her bucket list: Gone with the Wind and
To Kill a Mockingbird.)
Straight ahead, was a wooden armoire, and above it was a painting
of Hercules slaying the Hydra.

A bit intense, but
whatever.

“Do you have any questions
before we leave you to settle in?” Dr. Gray asked.

“Do we get Wifi out
here?”

“No, not yet,” the doctor
replied.

“Cell
reception?”

“Sorry.”

“Television?”

Dr. Gray smiled. “Yes. That we do have. I
believe there are forty-one channels.”

At least there was some connection to
civilization, Daphne thought.

“Oh, one more thing,”
Daphne said, and Hortense Gray turned from the door to look at her
again. “When do those therapeutic games you mentioned
begin?”

“Soon, dear.”

Before Daphne could ask more about them, the
doctor added, “Now make yourself at home. I’ll see you at dinner.”
With that, the doctor left the room.

Daphne looked at Cam with narrowed eyes, but
he kissed her cheek and said, “I’ll be right back. Just going to
unpack.”

As upset as Daphne felt over Cam springing
this surprise therapy on her, she hoped to carry out her plan
within the next couple of days. She went to the kitchenette to open
the drawers. Yes, there were knives. She hadn’t seen kitchen knives
in months. She took one from the drawer and brought it closer to
her eyes, running a finger along the blade. When the time was
right, this would do.

When she returned the blade to its drawer,
the hair on the back of her neck prickled as she heard someone
whisper her name. “Daphne.”

She looked around the kitchen and the other
rooms and saw no one. What the heck? She knew she was tired from
the plane and boat rides and still freaked out about what had
happened in the valley, and the wind was blowing a palm against her
room. Maybe it was only the wind she had heard.

After she found her bikini and purple
bathing suit cover and dug out her small case so she could brush
her teeth and comb her hair, the doorbell rang.

“That was fast,” she said,
opening the door, but the guy standing on the other side was not
Cam.

“Oh,” she said, stuffing
her hands into her bathing suit cover pockets. “Sorry, I was
expecting someone else.” She felt the blood rush to her
cheeks.

The man grinned. He was taller than Cam and
handsome, tan and nicely built, maybe mid-twenties, with golden
brown eyes and dark curly hair on his head and bare chest. He had a
cleft in his chin and dimples when he smiled. He wore swim trunks
and sandals and a towel across one shoulder.

“Can I help you?” Daphne
asked.

“I’m behind you in Unit Two
and wanted to introduce myself. I’m Stan.”

Daphne fished her hand out of her pocket and
awkwardly took his. “Nice to meet you. I’m Daphne.”

“Hey, Stan, how’s it
going?” Cam walked up to the door. “Looks like you’ve met Daph. I
was just going to show her the beach.”

“I was heading over myself.
I’ll catch you there.”

“See you in a bit,
then.”

“See you,” Daphne
said.

Cam came in and Daphne closed the door. She
looked him over. She hadn’t seen him in a bathing suit in years,
and he’d filled out nicely.

“Wow,” he said, giving her
a once over. “You look hotter than the twin suns of
Tatooine.”

A sharp laugh rose from her
throat. “Oh, God. I’d thought I’d heard the last of your
Star Wars jokes.”

“Glad to see I haven’t lost
my touch,” he said. “It still makes you laugh like a little
girl.”

“You must have missed my
eye rolling. Let me do it for you once more.” She rolled her eyes
with exaggeration.

“So what do you think of
the place so far?” he asked.

“You mean except for the
girl who might be dead in the valley?”

His face sobered. “The naval guards are
looking into it. We did what we could.”

“You don’t seem too upset
about it. You do believe me, don’t you? Or do you think I imagined
it?”

“I believe you.” He
squeezed her shoulders, making her heart hammer against her ribs.
“But we did what we could.”

She slipped on a pair of flip-flops and
followed him from the room.

“Do you think Dr. Gray and
Roger were messing with us?” she asked.

Cam kicked a stone from the sidewalk. “What
do you mean?”

“What happened in the
valley was just so odd, you know? Like a set-up.”

“But why would they do
that?”

“You tell me.”

They walked down the sidewalk, past the
pool, where a few sun-bathers lounged on the deck, and past the
main building, where others were going in and out, and continued
toward a steep cliff edge of the canyon. Built along the cliff edge
were several flights of wooden steps, like the ones they climbed
from the pier at Prisoners Harbor.

“More steps,” she
said.

“I promise it’s worth
it.”

As they reached the summit, the wind blew
Daphne’s hair every which way, so she pulled it back into a
ponytail, using the band she wore on her wrist.

“It’s beautiful,” she said,
looking out over the sea.

The beach below was indeed pristine, with
soft white sand along the shoreline, foamy waves gently lapping up
and back, gulls flying overhead, and as they made their way down a
few more steps to a boardwalk, she couldn’t stop saying, “It’s so
beautiful.”

There were no boats in the U-shaped cove. To
their left was an endless hill of yellow poppies rising up toward
the horizon, and to their right, chalky bluffs spotted with sparse
mounds of grass. Below were the white sandy beach and the bluest
water Daphne had ever seen. The waves were gentle, inviting.
Sitting on the sand with his feet in the water, sandals and towel
beside him, was Stan, throwing a stone into the sea. There were no
other people around.

When they reached him, Stan said, “There you
are. I was about to go in without you.”

Daphne took off her flip-flops and stood
where the water reached her feet. “It’s so cold! Oh my crap, that’s
cold!” She stepped away.

“It’s refreshing,” Stan
said.

“Exhilarating,” Cam added.
“I’m going in.”

Cam ran into the sea. Soon, he was far out
and in deep to his chest, jumping up and down like a big ape,
beckoning her in.

“He’s crazy,” Daphne said.
“I think I’ll just bathe in the sun awhile.” She pulled off her
cover and sat in her bikini in the sand beside Stan.

He climbed to his feet and said, “Oh, no.
You’re not getting away with that.” He picked her up in his arms,
despite her screams of protest, and carried her into the water.

“Stop! This is freezing!”
She found herself hoping he wouldn’t put her down. His arms, his
chest, his chin and mouth so near hers, were intoxicating. “Eeeh!”
she squealed.

Cam swam over to them, glistening in the sun
with the water dripping down his hair, face, and shoulders. He
looked like a golden god. “Hey! Give her back!”

Cam reached out for her, and every part of
her skin touched by the two guys broke out in goose bumps. She was
sandwiched between them and hyper-aware of their skin on hers when
Cam ripped her from Stan’s arms, lifted her, and tossed her into
the icy water.

She was laughing
hysterically when she popped back up. She couldn’t recall the last
time she’d laughed. Really
laughed. Interacting with people wasn’t something
she did much anymore, but this was okay, wasn’t it? Kara wouldn’t
begrudge her one last hurrah before Daphne joined her in the
afterlife.

Before thoughts of Kara sobered her, she
pushed them down and returned her focus to the boys. Stan splashed
her, laughing, and then swam away. Cam picked her up and heaved her
in the water, and when she resurfaced, his legs were pointing to
the sky, making her laugh again. They used to do handstands in her
backyard pool with Joey and Kara, and they’d make her mother judge.
Her mother would sit on the white wrought iron chair in the shade
with a book in her hand and her frosted hair pulled back in the
headband she still wore every day of her life. Now, Daphne went
down and pressed her hands against the cold sand, wobbling a bit as
she worked to keep her legs together and point her toes. Before
she’d mastered her form, she could feel Cam tickling the bottoms of
her feet, and she was awash with childhood memories. Happy ones.
She came up laughing.

Then she climbed onto Cam’s shoulders like
she used to for chicken fights, back when it was always Joey and
Kara against her and Cam. Then Cam fell back and pulled her under
with him. The joy surged through her. She was elated that her final
days would be happy ones. Nothing mattered anymore. Nothing at all.
There was just this moment, right now, and nothing else. No
horrible past, no dreadful future. She felt free.

They played for a while longer before Cam
challenged her to a race back to shore, which he won.

“If we were swimming, I’d
‘ve won hands down!” she said.

“That’s why it was a foot
race,” he said. He took her hand. “Come on.”

They walked along the beach to the bluffs
and back and then stretched out on the warm sand beneath the sun to
dry. Daphne lay on her stomach on top of her swim cover. Stan later
came and joined them, lying on his back beside Daphne, breathing
heavily from his swim. She watched the rise and fall of his chest
until it slowed down to normal. Then she closed her eyes.

As nice as it felt lying between these two
gorgeous guys, Daphne missed Brock. He was as tall as Stan but
thicker, with hair as dark as his, but not as curly, and he had the
bluest eyes. His lips were soft, pouty, and thick. They were
luscious when they swept across hers and really sweet when he
smiled.

She turned over to watch the gulls and the
waves, trying to forget.

On their way back, the three of them went to
the main building and played a game of pool. Daphne played on both
teams, since she wasn’t that good, until she and Stan won and
gloated over Cam with their high fives. Then Stan left to rest
before dinner, and she and Cam played ping pong until two guys and
a girl about their age came in to play billiards. Cam briefly
introduced them, and then she and Cam decided to check out the
pool.

It was an Olympic-size pool. At one end, it
formed an “L” where it bent to a deeper end with a diving board and
water slide. A hundred or so white loungers and chairs with tables
were lined up along the deck, straight and orderly. Only two were
occupied by sun-bathers. The water in the pool was clean and,
presently, empty.

Cam took Daphne’s hand and led her to the
edge of the pool, gently at first, and then with force.

“What are you up to?” she
asked.

“Trust me.” He pulled her
into his arms and tumbled the both of them over the
edge.

When she opened her eyes, she couldn’t
believe what she saw below her: a glass bottom revealing a sea cave
with dozens of colorful fish and coral. Daphne swam up for a breath
and then dove back down, overwhelmed by the beauty and the novelty
of this aquarium-like pool. Cam took her hand and pointed at a
moray eel wedged in the wall of the cave. Sea urchins waved their
colorful tendrils as they fed from a bed of kelp. Daphne felt
incredibly happy and in awe of this amazing place as she and Cam
each took another breath and submerged, hand in hand and gazing at
the sea-life beneath them. They resurfaced and returned to the pool
edge, holding on to the stone deck while their bodies dangled in
the water.

“It’s incredible.” She
gulped air and dove down for one more look. Then she joined Cam on
the deck loungers to dry in the sun.

She turned to study him while his eyes were
closed. Although he had filled out, she could still see the little
boy that had been her friend for so long. She missed those days
when her brother and sister and Cam and she shared carefree days
together. Tears threatened to run down her cheeks, and before she
could bat them away, Cam opened his eyes and saw her looking at
him.

“You okay?”

She giggled and sniffed. “Just overwhelmed.”
She couldn’t tell him the whole truth—about the immense relief she
felt over the fact that she would never have to face her parents’
disappointed faces again. No more past. No more future. It was
liberating. “This whole place is amazing. Thank you for telling me
about it. I can’t believe my parents let me come.”

“You’re welcome.” He gave
her a sweet smile. “I’m glad you’re here.”

She felt mixed emotions threatening to wash
over her, and she didn’t want to cry, so she asked, “So what’s the
scoop on Stan?”

“He’s been here a few weeks
now, I think. Came from Arizona. He goes to a university there.
Studies history and anthropology, I think. Why, do you like
him?”

She stood up and punched his arm. “Oh, shut
up! Come on.” She pulled him from the lounger. “Take me back to my
room so I can get ready for dinner.” As they walked along the
sidewalk, hand in hand, she asked, “So when do the therapeutic
games begin?”

“How do you know they
haven’t already?”

She squinted. “What’s that supposed to
mean?” Was the incident in the valley a game?

“Nothing.” He looked down
at his feet.

As they continued on to her unit, he said,
“Just remember, no matter what happens here, no matter what you may
think later, this is a good place.”

“Cam, you’re scaring
me.”

He sighed. “I’m trying to do the exact
opposite. I’m asking you to trust me.”

 



Chapter Three: The Games




That evening, after a quick shower, Daphne
dried her hair and lounged in her towel, waiting for Cam to call.
While she waited, she opened her journal to add more lines to her
new poem:

Since your voice can never be heard
again,

Nor your touch felt, nor your eyes seen,

I’ll close my eyes, and with one long
sigh,

Seek you in my final dream.

Not long after, Cam phoned to say he would
meet Daphne in the dining room because he’d promised Hortense he’d
help set up an exercise.

“What kind of
exercise?”

“Now how much fun would it
be if I ruined the surprise?”

“I don’t like
surprises.”

“Well, you’re no fun. Come
on, have a positive attitude. It’s going to be great.”

She hung up the phone and then put on a soft
cream blouse with a long lavender skirt and silver sandals, a new
outfit her mother had bought her for the trip. Daphne looked at her
reflection as she twisted her hair up into a clip. She hadn’t worn
makeup or jewelry in a long time, but tonight, she wished she had
brought some along.

A few others entered the main building way
ahead of her. Behind her, Stan called for her to wait up. She
turned and gasped. In a button-down light blue shirt and khaki
slacks, he looked every bit the male model.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey. You look
nice.”

“Thanks. So do
you.”

They followed the others into the main
building.

“This place is so
beautiful,” Daphne said.

“Yeah. I’ve really enjoyed
it here.”

“How long are you
staying?”

“Not sure. Kind of playing
it by ear.”

People stood in front of the elevator
waiting. Daphne’s palms felt sweaty. It had been awhile since she
had last been in one.

“Do you mind if we take the
stairs?” Daphne asked at the last second, just as the doors opened
to welcome them inside.

“Not at all.”

She followed Stan down the hall, but the
door to the stairwell had a sign posted: “Wet paint. Do not
enter.”

“Is there another
stairwell?” Daphne asked. Her heart was racing now.

“I would think so. Come
on.” He led her down another corridor. They passed the rec room,
the spa, the bar and grill, and came to the shop. “Here we go.” But
on the door was the same message. “Oops. Looks like the elevator it
is.”

They returned to the lobby
and found one waiting. Daphne stepped inside with wobbly legs. As
the elevator doors closed, Stan pushed number three, and Daphne’s
heart pounded all the way up in her ears. She clutched the railing
behind her and looked for her happy place, chastising herself for
going so long without riding an elevator. Her doctor had warned her
that the desensitizing therapy would wear off. Breathe in, two, three, four, and out, six, seven,
eight.

The doors opened on the third floor.

He led her through a foyer into the dining
room. Daphne took another deep breath and slowly exhaled.

About a dozen tables were occupied, and a
dozen more were not. Daphne spotted Cam across the room standing
near a round table where Hortense and a few others in their forties
and fifties were seated.

“You look great,” Cam said,
meeting her half way.

“Thanks. So do you.” She
liked his gray shirt and black trousers and how they brought out
the gold in his blue eyes and the highlights in his blond hair, a
nice distraction from her nerves.

Stan followed them to the table, which was
topped with glasses of iced tea and water and plates of salad and
rolls.

“We’re sitting over there,”
Cam pointed to another round table filled with younger people, in
their teens and twenties. “But first I want to introduce you to a
few others.”

They said hello to Hortense Gray, and then
Cam introduced Daphne to Arturo Gomez, the owner of the resort. He
was short and had small hands. On each finger, he wore a ring with
a big stone. He also wore a black tuxedo with a flamboyant
turquoise bowtie and matching vest. His hair was slicked back, and
his mustache lay across his upper lip like an asp. He seemed nice
enough, but there was something about him that Daphne did not
trust—an eagerness or enthusiasm that seemed out of place. He asked
Daphne if she was enjoying her stay so far, and she said
absolutely, telling him how much she loved the glass bottom pool
and the private beach.

“There’s much more to
experience,” he said with a Spanish accent. “I hope you like every
bit of it.”

Another man sat at Dr. Gray’s left. Cam
introduced him as Dr. Lee Reynolds, Dr. Gray’s colleague in
behavioral psychology. He was tall, thin, and bald, and appeared to
be in his fifties or sixties. His head towered above everyone
else’s at the table even though he sat with his shoulders hunched
over, like his body was too hard for him to hold upright. He said
hello in a soft, effeminate voice, and although he was polite, he,
too, gave Daphne a strange feeling, as though there were more to
him than met the eye.

An older woman in her late fifties with
curly white hair sat beside Lee Reynolds and was introduced as Mary
Ellen Jones. She had round, chipmunk cheeks and an equally round
body, and when she smiled, she made Daphne think of Mrs. Santa
Claus. Roger, the driver, was also with them, along with a redhead
in her late thirties named Kelly something, and a Native American
man in his forties whose name Daphne did not hear (and she was too
shy to ask to have it repeated). After these introductions, Cam and
Stan led her to the table where the younger crowd was seated.

Although they all told Daphne their names,
she couldn’t remember them after having learned so many at the
other table. There was a girl with long brown hair and green eyes,
a Hispanic boy who looked college-age, and a thin blond boy who
didn’t talk much but smiled a lot. She recognized them as the group
who had come to play billiards earlier.

Throughout the meal, they made small talk.
Daphne mentioned her interest in the kayaking and horseback riding
excursions, and both Stan and Cam said they wanted to join her. Cam
encouraged her to go on the bird hiking trail, ranting about the
island scrub jay and its near-extinction and how this island was
the only place in the world you could see one. Stan told her she
must do the island fox hunt—the creatures were fascinating, more
like terriers than foxes, and you don’t actually shoot them, just
spot them.

During dessert, Daphne noticed Mr. Gomez
being summoned by one of the waiters. After some time, he returned,
white-faced, to the microphone near the stage.

“I hope everyone is
enjoying their stay here at the Santa Cruz Island Resort.” Mr.
Gomez paused as everyone applauded. “Wonderful. Unfortunately I
have troubling news. The dead body of a young woman was discovered
in the valley this evening.” A gasp traveled through the room. “The
authorities believe she was murdered.” People turned to one another
with looks of alarm. “Don’t be afraid. I have four more security
guards coming in from the mainland, and they’ll arrive tonight. I
only tell you this news so you will take extra precautions. Use
common sense. Don’t go anywhere alone. Stay near the resort at
night. The navy guards and employees of the Nature Conservancy are
searching the grounds for the culprit. It’s likely he is already
gone from the island. Just be careful.”

Daphne wanted to say, “So it wasn’t a
mirage, or ghosts,” but she bit her lip because there was something
strange about the whole situation that didn’t sit right with her.
She couldn’t put her finger on it, but it seemed to her that they
were all actors putting on a show. Mr. Gomez reminded her of
Dumbledore when he tells the students at Hogwarts that there are
places in the castle that are off limits. Nothing seemed authentic.
But that made no sense. A whole ballroom full of people couldn’t
possibly be acting.

She told Cam she wanted to go back to her
room. He said he had to help Dr. Gray first and would meet her
there shortly.

She glanced across the room
and then leaned closer to Cam. “But I’m really upset.” Whether
it was all a ruse
or a girl really had been murdered, either scenario had sucked away
the feelings of liberty that had been making Daphne unusually
happy.

“I’ll walk you back,” Stan
offered.

She waited for Cam to say, “No, that’s okay.
I’ll take her.” But he didn’t. Hiding the hurt, she followed Stan
to the elevator and stepped inside.

Daphne breathed in, breathed out.

Before they reached the main level, the
elevator jerked and stopped.

“What’s going on?” Daphne
asked, as her brain fogged up with fear.

The lights blinked off. They were enveloped
in darkness.

“You gotta be kiddin’ me,”
Stan said.

“What’s happening?” She
couldn’t think. Her hands flapped beside her like the wings of a
jarred moth.

“It’s okay, Daphne,” he
said in a soothing voice. “We’re going to be fine. I’m trying to
find the emergency switch. Someone will get us outta here
soon.”

Tears ran down her face and her stomach
dropped out from under her. She felt like she might be sick. Then
it occurred to her that this might be the exercise Cam had agreed
to set up for Hortense Gray.

“This better not be an
exercise. This isn’t one of their exercises, is it?” She felt along
the wall of the elevator for the rail, and when she found it, she
held on tight.

“What are you talking
about?”

“You know, therapeutic
games? Cam knows I’m scared of elevators. It doesn’t take a rocket
scientist to figure out what’s going on here. They’re making me
face my fear. Well forget this! Do you hear me out there? I don’t
like this one bit!” She hit her fist against the elevator
wall.

“Calm down,
Daphne.”

“I thought therapeutic
games would be like relay races and rock climbing. Scaring the crap
out of me is not why I came!”

“What the hell are you
talking about?”

“I’m sorry, Stan. This
isn’t your fault. Oh, God, oh my crap, I can’t breathe!” She felt
helpless, out of control, at the mercy of this stupid elevator and
the way it was closing in on her, stifling her oxygen, trapping
her, not letting her out. “Let me out!”

“Come here.” He pulled her
into his arms with a tight grip, forcing her to hold still. “Relax.
It’s okay,” he said softly.

The lights flickered and then came on. The
elevator dropped a few more feet to the bottom floor.

“Ahhh!” Daphne cried,
catching against the wall.

The doors opened, and Daphne leapt out,
trembling and angry and amazingly relieved. She avoided the eyes of
the others in the foyer as she tried to regain control of her
breathing and rushed from the building.

Stan caught up to her and put a hand on her
shoulder just outside the main building. “You okay?”

She caught her breath and then said,
“No.”

“Let’s head back to the
rooms.” He slid a hand behind her back and nudged her down the
sidewalk.

“So are they scaring the
hell out of you, too?” she asked, after her breathing had returned
to normal. “Any games as crazy as that?”

“What do you mean? What
games?”

“Isn’t Dr. Gray putting you
through therapeutic games?”

“I’m here studying the
Chumash Indian ruins and archaeological sites for a paper I’m
writing.”

Daphne stopped on the sidewalk near the
pool, where the underwater lights had turned on, making the water
glow in the dusk falling around them. “I don’t understand.”

Stan put an arm around her waist and pulled
her onward. “If you ask me, Cam’s just teasing you.”

“No. Dr. Gray said so,
too.”

“Therapeutic games? What
does that even mean?”

Daphne shrugged. “I don’t intend to stay and
find out.”

They reached her unit.

“You just got here and made
my trip one hundred percent better. I hate to see you
leave.”

Daphne blushed. “That’s sweet.” Maybe she
just needed to draw a line for Cam. “Thanks. Maybe if I talk to Cam
and the doctor...”

“There you go.”

She unlocked her door. “Well, good
night.”

“Good night.”

Daphne turned on the
television, still shaken from the elevator. She reminded herself
that she wasn’t afraid of death. It was the pain she feared, and
Cam wouldn’t put her in any real
pain or danger. She changed into her night shirt
and hung up her clothes. She was folding the sheet back on the bed
when the doorbell rang.

She peeked through the window to see who was
there, but the window didn’t give her a full view.

“Who is it?” she asked.
When there was no reply, she asked again.

The doorbell rang.

“Cam?” She returned to the
window and this time was met by a strange, ghostly face looking
back at her. “Ahh!” Daphne jumped back.

A young woman with two long braids and skin
white as a ghost and blood-red eyes looked in at her. Daphne didn’t
know what to think or what to do, muttering, “What in the hell is
going on?” Once she recovered from the shock, since she didn’t
believe in ghosts, and since she was pissed and wasn’t about to let
on they had gotten to her with the elevator, she waved.

She was about to say, “How do you do?” with
amusement when the door to her unit opened, and the ghastly figure
stood in the doorway.

Daphne froze. Hadn’t she locked the
door?

The girl was covered in white powder and had
bizarre red eyes. Red stuff dripped from them and from her blue
lips. She wore a short black dress, torn in places.

“Are you one of the living
or the dead?” The ghost carried an enormous shotgun.

“What?”

Before Daphne could react, the ghost girl
pointed the gun and pulled the trigger. A spray of fine white
powder shot out. Daphne closed her eyes to keep the powder from
getting into them as the ghost girl ran out.

Daphne rushed to the door and closed it,
locked it, and leaned her back against it just in case.

The ghost girl put her face to the window
and screamed, “You are one of the dead! You hear me, Daphne Janus?
You are not living! You are one of the dead!”

Daphne pulled at the curtain to block out
the hideous face, but soon there were other faces, equally
gruesome, peering in at her. Together they said, “You are not
living! You are one of the dead!” The curtain panels wouldn’t close
over the entire window. There was a three-inch gap between them
through which Daphne could still see the white faces and the red
eyes and blue lips dripping with blood—fake blood, she reminded
herself.

“You are not living! You
are one of the dead!”

Daphne ran into the bathroom and closed the
door. She stood there, shaking. What in the world had just
happened? She looked at herself in the mirror. Baby powder. She was
covered in baby powder. She might have laughed if she weren’t so
upset. In the bathroom, she used her towel to wipe herself clean.
Then she poked her head through the bathroom door. The faces at the
window were gone.

She checked the lock on the door and dragged
one of the striped chairs in front of it, just to be sure. Then she
phoned Cam, ready to give him an earful, ready to demand he take
her home on the first boat, but he didn’t answer, so she called the
courtesy desk to leave messages for him and for Hortense Gray.

She turned on the television for a while,
too keyed up for sleep. She waited for Cam for over an hour,
checking the window now and then for those horrible faces. She took
out her journal and tried to write, but nothing came to her. She
just doodled all over the back of one page, making circles, then
caterpillars, then leaves. At ten o’clock, she called Cam’s room,
but there was still no answer.

At some point, with the TV on, as she
allowed herself to think of her sister, Kara, and her brother,
Joey, and then of sweet, sweet, Brock and all they might have had
together, and as tears slid down the corners of her eyes, she fell
asleep.


Chapter Four: A Change of Heart




Daphne woke up early and peered out the
window. One of the girls she met at dinner was sunbathing by the
pool, eyes closed. A few other people walked on the sidewalks going
to and coming from the main building and the beach. Daphne was
peeved that Cam hadn’t returned her call. She was anxious to see
the look on his face when she told him about what had happened last
night. She called him, but once again, there was no answer.

She took her bag from the closet and started
packing. When she had finished, she went to the window and scanned
the pool and sidewalks. People walked past, and a few more were on
loungers. A man swam laps in the pool.

Seeing no sign of the ghost girls, Daphne
put on her bathing suit to swim laps, too. Swimming had always
calmed her. Plus, she wanted one more look at the underwater
aquarium before demanding to be taken off the island.

Swimming on top of all that beautiful marine
life was magnificent. She felt as though she were in the ocean as
she navigated over the coral and sea urchins and colorful anemone,
easier to see clearly now with her goggles. As she made her turn to
continue free-style to the other side, the moray eel poked out of
the wall of the cave and snatched the silver flash of a fish. Other
fish darted away, in the same direction as she, a whole school, and
she was swimming with them, one with them, a part of the
universe.

She climbed out of the pool and slipped on
her cover, a silky yellow one with buttons. A few people she
recognized from dinner were walking toward the main building for
breakfast. Daphne preferred to have toast or muffins in her own
room (she would never enter that elevator again), but first she
wanted to take another look at the beach.

As she climbed the steps up the canyon wall,
the wind knocked against her, adding to her overall feeling of
rejuvenation. From the summit, the view was as spectacular as she
had remembered it, with the yellow poppies dancing in the breeze to
her left, and the chalky bluff, an impenetrable fortress, to her
right. Circling above the bluff was a pair of bald eagles. Before
she took her eyes away, they soared down toward the valley and were
gone. Below her were the empty white beach and the gentle, foamy
waves and a handful of gulls calling to her. She was about to turn
and head back to her room when a figure on the chalky bluff caught
her attention. Someone was standing there, looking out over the
sea, and before she could make out whether it was a man or a woman,
the figure flung itself over the edge and into the raging water
below.

Daphne drew in air and
stood there at a loss. Was the person crazy? Did whoever it
was want to die?
She couldn’t decide whether she should run down to the beach and
wait to see if the person made it to the shore or run for help.
Several agonizing seconds passed before she decided to go for the
beach, in spite of Arturo Gomez’s warning to avoid going places
alone. On her way down the steep boardwalk, she saw the person
resurface and climb back up the chalky bluff as though he or she
were a starfish scaling along the side of a cave.

When she reached the beach, the figure
jumped once more. Daphne took off her flip-flops and jogged along
the beach to the bottom of the bluff and waited for the person to
resurface. Twenty feet away, a dark curly head emerged.

“Stan!”

He turned in mid-climb, grasping the base of
the bluff. He waved, lowered himself back into the water, and swam
up until he hit the shallow sand bed, where he climbed to his feet.
She waded out and met him.

“What are you doing? You
could hit your head on a rock and die out here. You shouldn’t be
out here alone.”

“As it turns out, I’m not.
You’re here.”

“You’re crazy.”

“Come on. Give it a
try.”

“No way. You scared me to
death.” The thought of her bones crunching against the sharp rocks
below sent a shiver down her neck.

He gave her a charming smile. “I was about
to head back. Have you eaten?”

“Not yet.” She put on her
flip-flops. The sand was hot. “I’m going to eat in my
room.”

“You’re the one who’s
crazy. They have the best breakfast buffet here.” They climbed the
steps of the boardwalk. “Looks like you went for a swim,
too.”

“Not a crazy, cliff diving
swim, but yes. Laps in the glass-bottom pool.”

“Yeah. Nothing like it in
the whole world.”

“It’s amazing. I saw a
moray eel grabbing its breakfast.”

“You sound happier today.
Are you still planning on leaving?”

“Maybe. I don’t know.”
Seeing Stan and having a normal conversation with him made her
question her decision to leave. She waited for him to comment, and
when he didn’t, she asked, “Are you going kayaking this
afternoon?”

“I want to, but I need to
get a couple of days’ work in. I’ve got to get this paper done
before the summer ends, and I can’t write the paper if I don’t
study the archaeological sites and ruins more
thoroughly.”

“Too bad.”

“I was going to put it off,
but we’re supposed to be getting bad weather tomorrow evening, so I
better do it today. You should come with me sometime. They’re
amazing.”

“Do they have tours?” She
recalled a family trip to Mesa Verde in western Colorado when she
was seven. Kara was five and still alive and Joey had not yet
started listening to the voices.

“Not yet. Someday they
will, but now it’s all still primitive on that side of the
island.”

They made their descent down the wooden
steps, the wind railing against them. Daphne asked, “So did you
have any visitors last night?”

He bent his brows. “Visitors?”

“Ghosts.”

“You were visited by ghosts
last night? What a night you had.”

“Not real ghosts. I don’t
believe in real ghosts.”

“Thank God. For a moment
you had me worried.”

She quickly skipped down the remaining
steps, and he followed behind her.

“So what kind of ghosts
were they then?” he asked.

“People in costume, I
guess. They didn’t come to your door last night?”

“Not that I’m aware of. I
didn’t hear anyone.”

They passed the pool and reached his unit.
“This is me. Want to come in while I change?”

“No, I’m going to eat in my
room.”

“Goodbye, then.”

She left Stan’s unit to return to her
own.

 


While in the shower, she decided to stay and
carry out her original plan. She might not have another chance like
this for a very long time.

Have you ever considered
the possibility that there might not be a heaven?
The voice inside her head asked.

Yes. In fact, I have.

She found muffins and fruit and juice in the
kitchenette and brewed a mug of coffee and was finishing up when
Cam rang at the door. She opened it.

“I missed you last night,”
she said, keeping her distance, unsure whether she wanted him to
know how hurt and angry she was.

“I had a late night with
Dr. Gray. Sorry.”

She stepped away from the door to let him
in. “So you didn’t get my message?”

“No. You left a
message?”

“Last night. I was thinking
of leaving today, but I’ve changed my mind.”

“Leaving? Are you serious?
Why? Don’t tell me the game with the ghosts scared you. It was
supposed to be a fun kind of scary, you know?”

She moved to a striped chair and crossed her
feet on the coffee table. “The elevator.”

“The elevator?”

She studied his face but found only
confusion as she told him what had happened.

“I underestimated Stan,” he
said. “What a jerk.”

“What? Jerk? No, Stan
helped me. I was scared to death.”

“Sure he helped you. He
stopped the elevator himself to frighten you into his
arms.”

“Impossible. I would have
noticed. Plus, the lights went out.” She could feel the heat on her
face. Did Cam really think Stan liked her in that way?

“They probably shut off
when you shut down the elevator.”

“It wasn’t Stan. I thought
it was you and Hortense Gray.”

Cam’s jaw dropped. “What? How? We were still
at dinner. How could we have done it? And why?”

“It wasn’t one of your
exercises?”

He crossed his arms. “The exercise was the
ghosts. I thought you would like it. The same thing was done to me
on my first night, and I loved it.”

“By then I was too upset
from the elevator.”

“You’ve got to believe me,
Daph. I had nothing to do with the elevator. Maybe Stan didn’t
either. Maybe it just got stuck.”

“Has that ever happened
before?”

“I don’t know. Not to me.”
He plopped in the other chair beside her.

“Why doesn’t Stan know
about the therapeutic games?” she asked.

“They have regular guests
here, too. Mostly students and scientists and
archaeologists.”

“I called you at ten last
night.”

“Dr. Gray put me through an
exercise that ran late. It was bizarre. I’m not supposed to talk
about it. She’ll probably give the same one to you. It was
awesome.”

“Cam,” she punched his arm.
“Tell me.”

He pursed his lips and made a motion with
his fingers of locking his mouth shut.

She rolled her eyes and asked, “Are you
still going kayaking?”

“Of course. The caves are
amazing.”

The phone rang. Dr. Gray was on the line,
asking her to come to the lobby to meet with the naval guards. They
needed to take down her statement about the girl and the man in the
valley.

Apprehensive, she recalled the last time she
had to give a statement. She had been the only witness other than
Joey. She had wanted to lie then. Maybe she should have lied.

She met with the guards in the lobby where
they sat in overstuffed chairs, and she told them what she saw.
Hortense, Cam, and Roger were with her, corroborating her
statement. The younger of the two took notes and the older, shorter
one asked the questions. When she said all she knew, she asked the
officers if they thought the murderer was still at large on the
island.

“Doubtful,” the older one
said. “Unlike serial killers, who leave clues and hang around to
watch the investigation, this guy appears to be an opportunist who
took advantage of a situation. He probably got off the island as
soon as he could.”

“But you don’t know this
for sure?” Daphne asked.

“No. We’re searching every
square inch, but you’ve got to understand we have little to go on,
and killers look like everyone else.”

Cam put his hand over hers when the officers
left. “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of you.”

Daphne had the same intuitive feeling she
had felt at dinner—that everyone around her was acting. She
continued to suspect that there was no murderer and the naval
guards were actors, too.

Hortense thanked Roger for coming,
dismissing him, and turned to Daphne. “I have a short and easy
exercise for you, which I can conduct here at this coffee table.”
She gave Daphne a stack of index cards. “I’d like you to read the
information on each of the cards and then sort them into
categories.”

“How many
categories?”

“That’s entirely up to you.
Take as much time as you need.”

She looked across the table at Cam, who gave
her an encouraging nod. On each card was written the name of a
color, but the ink in which it was written did not match the name
in color. Daphne needed to decide whether to sort the cards by the
names of the colors or by the colors of ink. Should she put the
index cards with the word “red” in one pile, or the index cards in
which red ink was used in one pile? Daphne went with the
former.

When she finished, Hortense gave her another
stack of index cards. “Once more, please.”

Daphne wondered how these exercises could be
considered “therapeutic.” Maybe the doctor was gathering
information about Daphne so she could design better games for
her.

This time each card had a description of a
death. The first read, “A boy is accidentally run down by a drunken
driver.” Another read, “A bank robber kills an uncooperative bank
employee during a robbery.” Daphne put the deaths into categories:
unavoidable accidental deaths (“A man is killed by lightning”),
avoidable accidental deaths (“An unsupervised child drowns in a
swimming pool”), intentional deaths without premeditation (“A store
clerk is killed when he tries to disarm a robber”), and intentional
deaths with premeditation (“An adulterous woman is killed by her
husband”).

Daphne was moving right along,
systematically placing the index cards, rather pleased with her
speed, though she did not know if speed was a concern of the
experiment (she had been told to take her time), when she came upon
this on the very last card: “A mentally ill boy strangles his
sister to death.” Daphne looked from the card to Dr. Gray. Who was
this woman?

She narrowed her eyes at Cam, who couldn’t
see the writing on the card.

“Are you okay, Daphne?” the
doctor asked. “Is something wrong?”

With trembling hands, Daphne placed the card
in the “avoidable accidental deaths” pile. “Fine. Finished. Are we
done?”

“Yes. Thank you. I’ll see
you at dinner tonight.”

Daphne and Cam got up and left the main
building, Daphne unable to hide her shaking hands. She squinted in
the bright sun.

“You okay?” Cam asked. “You
seem upset.”

She stopped and turned to face him. “What
did you tell her? I thought you were my friend.”

He reached out to her, but she pulled away
and continued walking in front of him. She’d go back to her room
and finish packing her bags. She had to get away from this
place.

“Daph, wait.”

She kept walking. “I want to go home.”

“Hold on.” He caught up to
her and took her arm. “Please. Listen to me.”

She stopped and glared at him. “Well?”

“I’ll take you home in the
morning, if you still want to go. There’s no boat ‘til
then.”

“Oh, Geez! I saw hundreds
at Scorpion Anchorage.”

“The boats connected with
the resort dock only at Prisoners Harbor.”

“Just great.”

He took her hand. “For now, try and relax.
Let’s go get a massage. That should help.”

“What did you tell her?”
Daphne demanded.

“I told her what happened
to Kara.”

“Why?” she asked, tears
welling in her eyes. She could barely see.

“I don’t know. I’m sorry. I
had no idea it would come up.”

Daphne turned toward her cabana. Maybe she
would move her plans up to tonight.

“So no massage?”

“No. I’m going back to my
room.”

“Daph, I’m
sorry.”

She closed the door in his face and plopped
on the bed in a heap of tears. She hadn’t allowed herself to really
cry out loud like this in a long time. The tightness in her throat
and the burning in her chest felt good.

“You mean you heard and did
nothing?” her mother had said.

Daphne screamed and thrashed against the bed
covers.

The doctors said schizophrenia can be
brought on by a traumatic event. Joey got it from accidentally
killing Grandpa Janus. Maybe Daphne would get it, too.

Grandpa should have left a note warning them
he had turned off the electricity at the feed and convenience store
he owned and operated. He was in the attic repairing the air
conditioner when Daphne’s mom dropped off Joey to work that summer
where their dad once worked when he was a boy. Joey, fourteen, his
first job, called out for Grandpa. Joey thought he was in the back
freezer or the storeroom, or further out at the silo or even the
shed. When the lights wouldn’t turn on, Joey tried another switch;
nothing. The refrigerators weren’t on. Nothing was on. He found the
power breakers and pulled the switches. One by one, he brought
everything back to life. The refrigerators buzzed, the florescent
lights shined, the Icee maker turned the ice. Joey could not have
known the funny smell coming from the attic was burning human
flesh.

 


Later, Cam called and begged her to go on
the kayak excursion with him. She was exhausted, but she decided to
bite the bullet and go. Although she was angry that he’d told
Hortense Gray about Kara, there was nothing he could do to deserve
what she was going to do to him tonight.

A group gathered in a clearing where four
jeeps were parked in the glaring sun. Daphne and Cam climbed in the
hot, cracked vinyl seat behind Roger and an older man, early
thirties, they didn’t know. They exchanged greetings. His name was
Phillip from northern California.

Roger drove them back to Prisoners Harbor,
and they met their cave guide at the kayak rental. Daphne had
expected the guide to be more like a blond California surfer, but
instead, he was a heavy Native American with long black hair pulled
into a ponytail. His bathing trousers were too large and sagged
like the baggy jeans of an urban kid, revealing the top of his
crack. The t-shirt had holes and stains, and was too short,
allowing the hairy and protruding belly full exposure.

“I’m Larry,” he said,
shaking their hands.

Hairy
Larry, Daphne thought. Then she recognized
him from Hortense’s dinner table.

Two other guys showed up in another
jeep—Vince and Dave. They had sat with Daphne with the younger
crowd at dinner. They were college-age boys. Vince was thin, blond,
and pale—same color as Cam. He didn’t talk much, and when he did,
Daphne could barely hear what he was saying. Dave was the opposite.
He was short, Hispanic, with a thick head of curly hair, and a
loud, rambunctious voice. He laughed a lot, and half the time,
Daphne didn’t understand his jokes.

Larry helped them each choose the right
kayak and life vest according to height and weight. He also gave
them each a water bottle and a whistle. As they carried their
kayaks to the harbor, Larry told them a few basic instructions:
stay with the group; stay close to the shoreline; paddle at a
diagonal to, rather than against, the waves; blow the whistle if
you get separated from the group; don’t throw your waste in the
water; don’t feed the wildlife; don’t touch the ancient art and
petroglyphs on the cave walls; remain in the kayak at all
times.

“It’s not dangerous,
right?” Daphne asked, feeling nervous now that they were about to
begin.

“Sure it is,” Larry said
with a smile. “That’s what makes it fun.”

 



Chapter Five: The Caves


At last Daphne and the rest of the group
were in the water and paddling along the coastline toward the first
cave. Prisoners Harbor was full of boats cruising in and out, but
none docked at the pier. As they passed Pelican Bay, the squawking
made it impossible for a while to hear anything else. The wind
whipped Daphne’s ponytail against her shoulders and brought the
fresh salt air all around her. Something rushed away from her
kayak, causing her to jump in her seat, and when she realized it
was an otter, she squealed, pointing and trying to get Cam’s
attention. It had such a cute face and was so close. She could
reach out and touch it, but didn’t dare. The otter looked at her as
he swam away on his back.

When they finally passed the boisterous
babble of the birds, she told Cam about the otter, nearly falling
out of her kayak as she tried to demonstrate how close the otter
had been to her. As she laughed, she was amazed by how easy it was
to be happy here.

Larry shouted in a “tour-guide” voice, “Soon
we’ll come upon the first sea cave, known as Twin Rocks Cave,
because the entrance is flanked by two nearly identical rocks. My
people, the Chumash, believed the twin rocks were at one time gods,
Tumaiya and Mukata, sons of Hutash, or Mother Earth. Legend has it
the two gods disagreed about whether humans should
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