




We all have moments when we can’t believe what we are seeing—moments 
when we wonder if  our minds are playing tricks. For most of  us these are 
fleeting experiences, but for some it happens time and time again. And when 
everything else falls away, all that is left are the Dark Places of  the mind. 
 In these thrilling tales of  psychological suspense from some of  our leading 
young-adult authors, we will meet an assortment of  young men and women 
who must decide what is real and what exists only in their minds. They have 
entered the Dark Places and they will never be the same. . . . 

MEGAN MIRANDA
Can you really survive the unsurvivable? Will you still be the same when you open 
your eyes? What happens when you believe that you are to blame? Find out in this 
excerpt from FRActuRE and the retold first chapter, Eleven Minutes.
 

SuSAN VAuGHt
What if  your one friend in the world is gone and you are the only one who can 
find her? Will the voices in your own mind prevent you from trying? Find out in this 
excerpt from FREAkS LIkE uS. And learn what it’s really like to find Dark Places 
all around you in the short story Asylum.

c. J. OMOLOLu
What happens when the present falls away and memories of  your past lives and loves 
return? What if  those past lives are threatening your present? Find out in this excerpt 
from tRANScENDENcE and the retold first chapter, Eternal Redemption. 

JEANNINE GARSEE
What if  the haunting voices in your head were real? Would you risk your life—and 
your sanity—to test your theory? If  you’re right, will anyone believe you? Find out in 
this excerpt from tHE uNquIEt and the accompanying story, Tasha. 

WILL THE DARK PLACES PULL YOU IN?

Journey further into the DARK PLACES with these four thrilling novels, 
available now at booksellers everywhere. And since these novels will likely 
keep you up at night, we hope you will join us on Facebook at Bloomsbury 
Teens to be part of  the conversation. 

www.facebook.com/BloomsburyTeens
www.pages.bloomsbury.com/darkplaces
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a  n o t e  f r o m  m e g a n  m i r a n d a

i’m the type of  person who clings to facts. there’s a certain level of  comfort 
to them, i think. to knowing that the earth rotates once every twenty-four 
hours—that the sun will rise in the east and set in the west. every day. or 
that if  you hold out your hand and drop a penny, or an apple, or a sneaker, 
each will fall to the ground at the same rate. that the freezing point of  
water is zero degrees Celsius, and that when i go outside in august, i will 
get sunburned.

and then there are the vaguer facts. Like that a person cannot survive 
for long without oxygen—the brain will die, and then the rest of  her will too.

But these are the stories i’m drawn to: the people pronounced dead, 
brought to the morgue, who then end up breathing on their own. the per-
son who survives the fall from the eighth floor. or the plane crash. the 
person who walks away from disaster, untouched.

When i started researching for Fracture, i came across a 1963 article in 
Time magazine (“therapy: Life after drowning,” may 31, 1963) about a boy 
who drowned in a frozen river. there’s no evidence to know exactly how 
long he was there, but it’s safe to say it was quite a long time. after extraor-
dinary resuscitation measures, he seemed to recover, but then relapsed 
days later. it appeared that his brain had been damaged beyond repair. and 
then, six weeks later, he began to recover. almost completely.

if  people typically recovered from something like this, it would not be 
news. and even though i am a person who claims to find comfort in the 
predictable, the expected, these are the stories i am drawn to: the almost-
miracles. the flukes. the statistical outliers. and i don’t think i’m alone in 
that.

for all of  the surprises in science, i think the brain is the most surpris-
ing of  all. recoveries are hard to predict, like the above article exhibits. it’s 
impossible to tell who will be the one who beats the odds.

i had also heard stories about people’s personalities changing after 
developing a tumor or after having a tumor removed. or after an injury. 
Which, to me, begged the question: Which person are they at the core? or 
are we all just the product of  the wiring in our brains? i want to believe we 
are more than that.

i think it’s that dichotomy—the before and after—that got me thinking 
about Fracture. if  a girl is mostly the same, but slightly not, what kind of  
impact would that have on a family? on friendships? on her? in Fracture, 



the change takes the form of  something slightly “other”—but i think the 
same could be said for any shift. do the people around them mourn for the 
person that used to be? or do they embrace the one that remains?

there’s a comfort to being able to predict things. there’s a certain level 
of  understanding, at least, to the expected.

and while we sometimes celebrate the unexpected, close our eyes 
and mouth a silent thank you for the unlikely outcome, it stands to reason 
that there might be something discomforting about it, once the celebration 
stops. Like we’ve somehow bent the rules of  nature. Broken some law. it 
stands to reason that no one, really, walks away from disaster untouched.

—megan miranda



The fi rst time I died, I didn’t see God.

No light at the end of the tunnel. No haloed angels. No 

dead grandparents.

To be fair, I probably  wasn’t a solid shoo- in for heaven. 

But, honestly, I kind of assumed I’d make the cut.

I didn’t see any fi re or brimstone, either.

Not even an endless darkness. Nothing.

One moment I was clawing at the ice above, skin numb, 

lungs burning. Then everything— the ice, the pain, the bright-

ness fi ltering through the surface of the lake— just vanished.

And then I saw the light.

A man in white who was decidedly not God stuck a 

 penlight into each eye, once, twice, and pulled a tube the size 

of a garden hose from my throat. He spoke like I’d always 

imagined God would sound, smooth and commanding. But I 

knew he  wasn’t God because we  were in a room the color of 

C h a p t e r

1
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2 Megan Miranda

custard, and I hate custard. Also, I counted no less than fi ve 

tubes running through me. I didn’t think there’d be that much 

plastic in heaven.

Move, I thought, but the only movement was the blur of 

white as the man passed back and forth across my immobile 

body. Speak, I thought, but the only sound came from his 

mouth, which spewed numbers and letters and foreign words. 

Sound and fury, signifying nothing.

I was still trapped. Only now, instead of staring through 

the surface of a frozen lake, I was staring through the surface 

of a frozen body. But the feelings  were the same: useless, heavy, 

terrifi ed.

I was a prisoner in my own body, lacking all control.

“Patient history, please,” said the man who was not God. 

He lifted my arm and let it drop. Someone yawned loudly in 

the background.

Tinny voices echoed in the distance, coming from all angles.

“Seventeen- year- old female.”

“Severe anoxic brain injury.”

“Nonresponsive.”

“Coma, day six.”

Day six? I latched onto the words, clawed my way to the 

surface, repeated the phrase until it became more than just a 

cluster of consonants and vowels. Day six, day six, day six. Six 

days. Almost a full week. Gone. A stethoscope hung from the 

neck of the man in white, swinging into focus an inch in 

front of my nose, ticking down the time.

* * *

212-47603_ch01_3P.indd   2212-47603_ch01_3P.indd   2 10/6/11   10:01 AM10/6/11   10:01 AM



 Fracture 3

Rewind six days. Decker Phillips, longtime best friend and 

longer- time neighbor, yelled up from the bottom of the stairs, 

“Get your butt down  here, Delaney!  We’re late!”

Crap. I slammed my En glish homework closed and searched 

through my bottom drawer, looking for my snow gear.

“Just a sec,” I said as I struggled with my thermal pants. 

They must have shrunk since last winter. I hitched them up 

over my hips and attempted to stretch out the waistband, 

which cut uncomfortably into my stomach. No matter how 

far I stretched the elastic band, it snapped instantly back into 

place again. Finally, I gripped the elastic on both sides of the 

seam and pulled until I heard the tear of fabric. Victory.

I topped everything with a pair of white snow pants and 

my jacket, then stuffed my hat and gloves into my pockets. All 

my layers doubled my normal width, but it was winter. Maine 

winter, at that. I ran down the steps, taking the last three in 

one jump.

“Ready,” I said.

“Are you insane?” Decker looked me over.

“What?” I asked, hands on hips.

“You’re not serious.”

We  were on our way to play manhunt. Most kids played 

in the dark, wearing black. We played in the snow, wearing 

white. Unfortunately, Mom had gotten rid of last year’s jacket 

and replaced it with a bright red parka.

“Well, I’d rather not freeze to death,” I said.

“I don’t know why I bother teaming up with you. You’re 

slow. You’re loud. And now you’re target practice.”

“You team up with me because you love me,” I said.
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4 Megan Miranda

Decker shook his head and squinted. “It’s blinding.”

I looked down. He had a point. My jacket was red to the 

extreme. “I’ll turn it inside- out once we get there. The lining 

is much less . . .  severe.” He turned toward the door, but I 

swear I saw a grin. “Besides, you don’t hear me complaining 

about your hair. Mine at least blends in.” I messed his shaggy 

black hair with both hands, but he fl icked me off the same 

way he swatted at mosquitoes in the summer. Like I was a 

nuisance, at best.

Decker grabbed my wrist and tugged me out the door. I 

stumbled down the front steps after him. We cut through my 

yard and Decker’s next door and climbed over a snow drift on 

the side of the road. We ran down the middle of the plowed 

road since the sidewalks  were covered in a fresh layer of snow. 

Correction: Decker ran. I jogged anytime he turned around to 

check on me, but mostly I walked. Regardless, I was fairly 

winded by the time we rounded the corner of our street.

When we reached the turnoff, Decker fl ew down the hill 

in six quick strides. I sidestepped my way down the embank-

ment until I reached him, standing at the edge of Falcon Lake. 

I bent over, put my hands on my knees, and gulped in the 

thin air.

“Give me a minute,” I said.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

My breath escaped in puffs of white fog, each one fad-

ing as it sunk toward the ground. When I stood back up, I 

 followed Decker’s gaze directly across the center of the lake. 

I could just barely make out the movement of white on 
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 Fracture 5

white. Decker was right. Even if I reversed my jacket, we’d 

be hopeless.

Under the thick coating of white, a long dirt trail wove 

through the snow- topped evergreens along the shoreline. 

Decker traced the path with his eyes, then turned his atten-

tion to the activity on the far side. “Let’s cut across.” He grabbed 

my elbow and pulled me toward the lake.

“I’ll fall.” My  soles had traction, like all snow boots, but 

not enough to make up for my total lack of coordination.

“Don’t,” he said. He stepped onto the snow- covered ice, 

waited a second for me to follow, and took off.

In January, we skated across this lake. In August, we sat 

barefoot on the pebbled shore and let the water lap our toes. 

Even in the peak of summer, the water never warmed up 

enough for swimming. It was the fi rst week of December. A 

little soon for skating, but the local ice- fi shermen said the lakes 

had frozen early. They  were already planning a trip up north.

Decker, athletic and graceful, walked across the lake like 

he had solid ground beneath his feet. I, on the other hand, 

stumbled and skidded, arms out at my sides like I was walking 

a tightrope.

Halfway across the lake, I slipped and collided into Decker. 

He grabbed me around the waist. “Watch yourself,” he said, 

his arm still holding me against his side.

“I want to go back,” I said. I was just close enough to make 

out the faces of eight kids from school gathered on the oppo-

site shore. The same eight kids I’d known my entire life— for 

better or worse.
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6 Megan Miranda

Carson Levine, blond curls spilling out from the bottom 

of his hat, cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled, 

“Solid?”

Decker dropped his arm and started walking again. “I’m 

not dead yet,” he called back. He turned around and said, 

“Your boyfriend’s waiting,” through clenched teeth.

“He’s not my . . .  ,” I started, but Decker  wasn’t listening.

He kept walking, and I kept not walking, until he was on 

land and I was alone on the center of Falcon Lake. Carson 

slapped Decker’s back, and Decker didn’t fl ick him off. What a 

double standard. It had been two days since I broke Best Friend 

Commandment Number One: Thou shalt not hook up with 

best friend’s other friend on said best friend’s couch. I slowly 

turned myself in a circle, trying to judge the closest distance 

to land— backward or forward. I was just barely closer to 

our destination.

“Come on, D,” Decker called. “We don’t have all day.”

“I’m coming, I’m coming,” I mumbled, and walked faster 

than I should have. And then I slipped. I reached out for Decker 

even though I knew he was way out of reach and took a hard 

fall onto my left side. I landed fl at on my arm and felt some-

thing snap. It  wasn’t my bone. It was the ice. No.

My ear was pressed against the surface, so I heard the 

fracture branch out, slowly at fi rst, then with more speed. 

Faint crackles turned to snaps and crunches, and then silence. 

I didn’t move. Maybe it would hold if I just stayed still. I saw 

Decker’s legs sprinting back toward me. And then the ice 

gave way.

“Decker!” I screamed. I felt the water, thick and heavy, 
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 Fracture 7

right before I went under— and then I panicked and panicked 

and panicked.

I didn’t have the presence of mind to think, Please God, 

don’t let me die. I  wasn’t brave enough to think, I hope Decker 

stayed back. My only thought, playing on a repetitive loop, was 

No, no, no, no, no.

First came the pain. Needles piercing my skin, my insides 

contracting, everything folding in on itself, trying to escape 

the cold. Next, the noise. Water rushing in and out, and the 

pain of my ear drums freezing. Pain had a sound; it was a high- 

pitched static. I sunk quickly, my giant parka weighing me 

down, and I struggled to orient myself.

Black water churned all around me, but up above, getting 

farther and farther away, there  were footprints— small areas 

of bright light where Decker and I had left tracks. I struggled 

to get there. My brain told my legs to kick harder, but they 

only fl uttered in response. I eventually managed to reach the 

surface again, but I  couldn’t fi nd the hole where I had fallen 

through. I pounded and pounded, but the water felt thick, the 

consistency of molasses, and the ice was strong, like steel. In 

my panic I sucked in a giant gulp of water the temperature of 

ice. My lungs burned. I coughed and gulped and coughed and 

gulped until the weight in my chest felt like lead and my limbs 

went still.

But in the instant before everything vanished, I heard a 

voice. A whisper. Like a mouth pressed to my ear. Rage, it said. 

Rage against the dying of the light.

* * *
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8 Megan Miranda

Blink.

The commanding voice spoke. “And today, she’s breath-

ing without the aid of the ventilator. Prognosis?”

“At best, per sis tent vegetative state.”

The voices in the background sharpened. “She’d be better 

off dead. Why’d they intubate her if they knew she was brain 

dead?”

“She’s a minor,” the doctor in charge said, leaning across 

me to check the tubes. “You always keep a child alive until the 

parents arrive.”

The doctor stepped back, revealing a chorus of angels. 

White- robed men and women hugged the walls, their mouths 

hanging open like they  were singing to the heavens.

“Dr. Logan, I think she’s awake.” They all watched me, 

watching them.

The doctor— Dr. Logan— chuckled. “You’ll learn, Dr. Klein, 

that many comatose patients open their eyes. It  doesn’t mean 

they see.”

Move. Speak. The voice, again, whispered in my ear. It 

demanded, Rage. And I raged. I slapped at the doctor’s arms, I 

tore at his white coat, I sunk my nails into the fl esh of his fi n-

gers as he tried to fi ght me off. I jerked my legs, violently trying 

to free myself from the white sheets.

I raged because I recognized the voice in my ear. It was 

my own.

“Name! Her name!” cried the doctor. He leaned across my 

bed and held me back with his forearm against my chest, his 

weight behind it. And all the while I thrashed.
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 Fracture 9

A voice behind him called out, “Delaney. It’s Delaney 

Maxwell.”

With his other hand, the doctor gripped my chin and 

yanked my head forward. He brought his face close to mine, 

too close, until I could smell the peppermint on his breath and 

see the map of lines around the corners of his mouth. He didn’t 

speak until I locked eyes with him, and then he fl inched. “Del-

aney. Delaney Maxwell. I’m Dr. Logan. You’ve had an acci-

dent. You’re in the hospital. And you’re okay.”

The panic subsided. I was free. Free from the ice, free from 

the prison inside. I moved my mouth to speak, but his arm on 

my chest and his hand on my jaw strangled my question. Dr. 

Logan slowly released me.

“Where,” I began. My voice came out all hoarse and raspy, 

like a smoker’s. I cleared my throat and said, “Where is—” I 

 couldn’t fi nish. The ice cracked. I fell. And he  wasn’t  here.

“Your parents?” Dr. Logan fi nished the question for me. 

“Don’t worry, they’re  here.” He turned around to the chorus 

of angels and barked, “Find them.”

But that  wasn’t what I meant to ask. It  wasn’t who I meant 

at all.

Dr. Logan prodded the others out of the room, though they 

didn’t go far. They clumped around the doorway, mumbling 

to each other. He stood in the corner, arms crossed over his 

chest, watching me. His gaze wandered over my body like he 

was undressing me with his eyes. Only in his case, I was pretty 
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10 Megan Miranda

sure he was dissecting rather than undressing, peeling back 

my skin with every shift of his gaze, slicing through muscle 

and bone with his glare. I tried to turn away from him, but 

everything felt too heavy.

Mom elbowed her way through the crowd outside and 

gripped the sides of the doorway. She brought both hands to 

her chest and cried, “Oh, my baby,” then ran across the room. 

She grabbed my hand in her own and brought it to her face. 

Then she rested her head on my shoulder and cried.

Her hot tears trickled down my neck, and her brown curls 

smelled of stale hair spray. I turned my head away and breathed 

through my mouth. “Mom,” I said, but she just shook her head, 

scratching my chin with her curls. Dad followed her in, smil-

ing. Smiling and laughing and shaking the doctor’s hand. The 

doctor who hadn’t even known my fi rst name, who’d thought 

I would never wake up. Dad shook his hand like it was all his 

doing.

I worked up the nerve to say what I had meant before. 

“Where’s Decker?” My voice was rough and unfamiliar.

Mom didn’t answer, but she stopped crying. She sat up and 

wiped the tears from her face with the edge of her sleeve.

“Dad, where’s Decker?” I asked, with a tinge of panic in my 

voice.

Dad came to the other side of my bed and rested his hand 

on my cheek. “He’s around  here somewhere.”

I closed my eyes and relaxed. Decker was okay. I was okay. 

We  were fi ne. Dr. Logan spoke again. “Delaney, you  were 

without oxygen for quite some time and there was some . . .  
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 Fracture 11

damage. Don’t be alarmed if words or thoughts escape you. 

You need time to heal.”

Apparently, I was not fi ne.

And then I heard him. Long strides running down the 

hall, boots scuffi ng around the corner, the squeal on the lino-

leum as he skidded into the room. “What’s wrong? What hap-

pened?” He panted as he scanned the faces in the room.

“See for yourself, Decker,” Dad said, stepping back from 

the bed.

Decker’s dark hair hung in his gray eyes, and purple 

circles stretched down toward his cheekbones. I’d never seen 

him so pale, so hollow. His gaze fi nally landed on me.

“You look like crap,” I said, trying to smile.

He didn’t smile back. He collapsed on the other side of my 

bed and sobbed. Big, body- shaking sobs. His ban daged fi ngers 

clutched at my sheets with every sharp intake of breath.

Decker was not a crier. In fact, the only time I’d seen him 

cry since it became socially unacceptable for a boy to be 

seen crying was when he broke his arm sliding into home 

plate freshman year. And that was borderline acceptable. He 

did, after all, have a bone jutting out of his skin. And he did, 

after all, score the winning run, which canceled out the 

crying.

“Decker,” I said. I lifted my hand to comfort him, but then 

I remembered the last time I tried to touch his hair, how he 

swatted me away. Six days ago, that’s what they said. It seemed 

like only minutes.

“I’m sorry,” he managed to croak between sobs.
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“For what?”

“For all of it. It’s all my fault.”

“Son,” Dad cut in. But Decker kept on talking through his 

tears.

“I was in such a goddamn rush. It was my idea to go. I made 

you cross the lake. And I left you. I  can’t believe I left you. . . .” 

He sat up and wiped his eyes. “I should’ve jumped in right after 

you. I shouldn’t have let them pull me back.” He put his face in 

his hands and I thought he’d break down again, but he took a 

few deep breaths and pulled himself together. Then he fi xed 

his eyes on all my ban dages and grimaced. “D, I broke your 

ribs.”

“What?” That was something I  would’ve remembered.

“Honey,” Mom said, “he was giving you CPR. He saved your 

life.”

Decker shook his head but didn’t say anything  else. Dad 

put his hands on Decker’s shoulders. “Nothing to be sorry for, 

son.”

In the fog of drugs that  were undoubtedly circulating 

through my system, I pictured Decker performing CPR on the 

dead version of me. In health class sophomore year, I teamed 

up with Tara Spano for CPR demonstrations. Mr. Gersham told 

us where to place our hands and counted out loud as we simu-

lated the motion without actually putting any force into it.

Afterward, Tara made a show of readjusting her D-cup 

bra and said, “Man, Delaney, that’s more action than I’ve had 

all week.” It was more action than I’d had my entire life, but I 

kept that information to myself. Rumors about me and Tara 
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being lesbians circulated for a few days until Tara took it upon 

herself to prove that she was not, in fact, a lesbian. She proved 

it with Jim Harding, captain of the football team.

I brought my hand to my lips and closed my eyes. Decker’s 

mouth had been on my own. His breath in my lungs. His 

hands on my chest. The doctor, my parents, his friends, they 

all knew it. It was too intimate. Too private, and now, too pub-

lic. I made sure I  wasn’t looking at him when I opened my eyes 

again.

“I’m sorry,” Dr. Logan said, saving me from my embar-

rassment, “but I need to conduct a full examination.”

“Go home, Decker,” Dad said. “Get some rest. She’ll be  here 

when you wake up.” And Mom, Dad, and Decker all smiled 

these face- splitting smiles, like they shared a secret history I’d 

never know about.

The other doctors fi led back in, scribbling on note pads, 

hovering over the bed, no longer lingering near the walls.

“What happened?” I asked nobody in par tic u lar, feeling 

my throat close up.

“You  were dead.” Dr. Klein smiled when he said it. “I was 

 here when they brought you in. You  were dead.”

“And now you’re not,” said a younger, female doctor.

Dr. Logan poked at my skin and twisted my limbs but it 

didn’t hurt. I  couldn’t feel much. I hoped he’d start the de- 

tubing pro cess soon.

“A miracle,” said Dr. Klein, making the word sound light 

and breathy. I shut my eyes.

I didn’t feel light and breathy. I felt dense and full. Grounded 
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to the earth. Not like a miracle at all. I was something with a 

little more weight. A fl uke. Or an anomaly. Something with 

a little less awe.

My throat was swollen and irritated, and I had diffi culty 

speaking. Not that it mattered— there was too much noise to 

get a word in anyway. I had a lot of visitors after the initial 

examination. Nurses checked and rechecked my vitals. Doc-

tors checked and rechecked my charts. Dad hurried in and 

out of the room, prying information from the staff and relay-

ing it back to us.

“They’ll move you out of the trauma wing tomorrow,” he 

said, which made me happy since I hated my room, claustro-

phobia personifi ed in a hideous color.

“They’ll run tests tomorrow and start rehab after that,” he 

said, which made me even happier because, as it turns out, I 

was really good at tests.

Mom tapped her foot when the doctors spoke and nodded 

when Dad talked, but she didn’t say anything herself. She got 

swallowed up in the chaos. But she was the only constant in 

the room, so I held on to her, and she never let go of my hand. 

She gripped my palm with her fi ngers and rested her thumb 

on the inside of my wrist. Every few minutes she’d close her 

eyes and concentrate. And then I realized she was methodi-

cally checking and rechecking my pulse.

By the end of the day, several tubes still remained. A nurse 

named Melinda tucked the blanket up to my chin and smoothed 

back my hair. “We’re gonna take you down real slow, darling.” 
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Her voice was deep and soothing. Melinda hooked up a new 

IV bag and checked the tubes. “You’re gonna feel again. Just a 

little bit at a time, though.”

She placed a pill in my mouth and held a paper cup to my 

lips. I sipped and swallowed. “To help you sleep, darling. You 

need to heal.” And I drifted away to the sound of the beeping 

monitor and the whirring equipment and the steady drip, drip, 

drip of the fl uid from the IV bag.

A rough hand caressed my cheek. I opened my eyes to dark-

ness and, to my left, an even darker shape. It leaned closer. 

“Do you suffer?” it whispered.

My eyelids closed. I felt heavy, water- logged, drugged. Far, 

far away. I opened my mouth to say no, but the only thing that 

came out was a low- pitched moan.

“Don’t worry,” it whispered. “It won’t be long now.”

There was a rummaging sound in the drawers behind me. 

Callous hands traced the line from my shoulder down to my 

wrist, twisted my arm around, and peeled back the tape at 

the inside of my elbow. This  wasn’t right. I knew it  wasn’t 

right, but I was too far away. I felt pressure in the crook of my 

arm as the IV slid from my vein.

And then I felt cold metal. A quick jab as it pierced the skin 

below my elbow. And as the metal sliced downward, I found 

myself. I jerked back and scratched at the dark shape with my 

free arm. The voice hissed in pain and the hands pulled back 

and the metal clanked to the fl oor somewhere under my bed.

Feet shuffl ed quickly toward the door. And as it opened, 
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letting in light, I saw his back. A man. In scrubs like a nurse, 

a hooded sweatshirt over the top.

My eyelids grew heavy and I drifted again. I drifted to the 

sound of the beeping monitor and the whirring equipment 

and the steady drip, drip, drip of my blood hitting the fl oor.
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E L E V E N  M I N U T E S

Chapter One of  Fracture, Retold from Decker’s Point of  View

Delaney and I had a history of  not dying. Seventeen years of  it, actually.
We didn’t die that time we swerved across the double yellow line on the 

way to school—which, for the record, was entirely her fault, even though I 
was driving (she bobbled the soda hand-off  directly over my lap). We didn’t 
die in fifth grade when we went sledding down a hill and clear across Main 
Street either. Delaney hit a parked car, though. Looked like it hurt, but she 
swore it didn’t. We also didn’t die from eating raw cookie dough or sticking 
pens in the electrical outlets (okay, that was just me) or forgetting to wear 
jackets in the cold.

Though I did get pneumonia once.
But anyway.
When you have that many near misses, you tend to get all complacent 

about not dying.
 

“You’re dead, Decker!” Delaney yelled, as I held her book over my head. 
Something boring and required, I’m sure.

“You’re right,” I said, still holding her copy out of  reach. “I’m dead. You 
have officially bored me to death. Congratulations.”

She put her hands on her hips, then made one last jump for the book. I 
rolled my eyes and tossed it on her bed.

Dead. Death. We threw the words around, like they were harmless. Like 
they were hilarious. Like they were so far from possible that they had no real 
meaning.

Like infinity.
Or eternity.

We ended up compromising. I’d come back later, after she finished her es-
say. Then we’d go out, meet up with our friends. She promised she’d be 
ready, but, of  course, she wasn’t. I called her name from the bottom of  the 
stairs. Made her come.

Mistake number one.
This is what mistake number two looks like: me, walking away from the 

girl I called my best friend standing alone on the center of  Falcon Lake. I 



left her standing there while I joined the rest of  our friends on the far shore. 
I should’ve let her finish her sentence—let her explain what the hell she 
was doing with Carson on my couch two days ago. I should’ve listened. I 
should’ve said something. But instead, I walked away, because I knew she 
wasn’t confident out on the ice on her own. I knew she’d be annoyed.

Good.
Because that’s how I felt.
I thought about going back to help when I watched her turn around in a 

circle, deciding which way to go. She didn’t want to cross the lake, anyway. 
She only did it for me. But Carson was next to me on shore, and he wasn’t 
helping. And I wanted her to see that he wasn’t helping. And if  he wasn’t 
helping, I sure as hell wasn’t either. 

“What’s her problem?” Tara was somewhere behind me, with everyone 
else, so I wasn’t sure whether she was talking to them or me.

But then she was right behind me, almost pressed up against my back, 
and she said, “You guys in a fight?”

Not a fight. Not really. Except it felt like a fight. I just couldn’t figure out 
what we were fighting about. I turned around to say no, but I smiled at her 
instead. Hard not to smile at Tara. Then I turned back, cupped my hands 
around my mouth, and yelled, “Come on, D! We don’t have all day.”

She looked at me, and I could see the long breath she let out—a white 
puff  of  smoke, a long sigh.

Screw it. Never mind, I thought. I’ll come to you. But by then she had 
started to walk.

This is what regret looks like: seeing Delaney fall. Knowing it was a hard 
fall. Too hard. Way too hard. Can sound travel that far? I doubt it. But I heard 
it, I swear. The crack. The way it spread out, like a piece of  glass, splinter-
ing in slow motion. I definitely heard my name. Like the air shattering along 
with the ice beneath her. “Decker!” she yelled, right as she went under. But 
I was already running.

This is panic: sprinting for her. I was sure I was dying, that it was me 
out there and not her, that my mind had dissociated or something, because 
my life flashed. Moments. Me and Delaney in her room after school—her 
doing homework, me drawing a stick-figure reenactment of  Lincoln’s as-
sassination upside down on the top of  her history paper. Me and Delaney 
sitting with our feet in the lake. Me and Delaney on the playground in third 
grade—that time she hit me and I hit her back. Every moment with her. 
Just. Flashing.

Someone tackled me from behind, and my face slammed into the snow-
covered ice. My cheek throbbed, and the cold burned my eyes, so I knew I 



wasn’t dying.
It wasn’t my life that was flashing before my eyes. It was Delaney’s.
This is what eleven minutes feels like: a goddamn eternity.
One. I was being dragged backward. Hands on my legs, pulling me back. 

The wrong way. I kept hearing her name, screamed, over and over. I sucked 
in a giant breath of  air, like I was the one drowning, and the screaming 
stopped. And I realized it was me. I was the one screaming her name.

I clawed at the snow, at the ice below, trying to get a grip, but every-
thing was cold and slick and insubstantial. Like I could feel her, beneath my 
numb fingers, slipping away.

Two. Someone tried to pick me up under my arms—pull me to standing. 
I lashed out, punched the closest thing to me, broke free, started running 
again. Someone grabbed me again, or maybe two people. Maybe more. 
Arms around my middle, around my shoulders, around my neck. And this 
time I wasn’t getting away. She was out there, alone, while I was held in a 
headlock on my knees in the snow. People took off  running, but they were 
heading in the wrong direction.

Three. I twisted away, but someone’s knee was in my back. Couldn’t 
move. Could barely turn my head. I stared across the surface of  the lake, 
breathing too heavily an inch from the snow. There was this gap—this piece 
of  nothingness. I stared at it, willing something to happen. Break through the 
surface. Lift your head up. Suck in air and claw at the ice around you. Please. Let 
me see something. An arm. Your red coat. Something. Reach something out of  the 
goddamn water. Come on, come on, come on.

Four. Nothing.
Five. “Get the hell off  me!” I screamed. But nothing changed. Faces 

blurred together. A girl. Two guys. Others. Toeing the edge of  Falcon Lake 
like they were standing on the ledge of  some cliff. Dangerous and horrifying. 
Stomach-dropping. Do something, I thought. And then I said it. Screamed it. 
They looked down at their feet, or across the lake, or through the trees, or 
at each other. Anywhere but at me.

Six. Go back. Go back. I closed my eyes. Go. Back. I am standing at the 
edge of  the lake on the opposite shore and I take a step and Delaney says 
she doesn’t want to. And I say, you’re right, let’s take the long way around. 
What’s the rush? We’ve got nothing but time.

I opened my eyes and there was still the hole in the ice. Blurry faces 
doing nothing. Waiting.

Seven. Carson was coming. Carson and Janna, and they had something 
in their hands. They were running. But they weren’t running fast enough. 
Faster, I thought. I moved to stand, this feeling rising in my chest, same as 



when I was willing her to the surface. Whoever was holding me down let me 
go. Because they saw it, too. Faster.

Eight. A rope. It’s going to be me. I didn’t have to say it. Everybody 
knew.

Nine. It’s not tight enough, that’s what someone said. I gave him such 
a look that he backed up, put his hands on the other end. Dug his feet into 
the snow. He nodded.

Ten. I ran. I wasn’t supposed to run, everybody knows that. But I ran for 
her. I ran and the ice gave way and I fell and I felt. I felt everything and then 
a second later I felt nothing. And I imagined her feeling this, too, all alone. 
Abandoned. Calling for me. I sunk down, propelled by my momentum, but 
then I felt pressure across my stomach. I stopped sinking. I moved up, the 
wrong way, being tugged by the rope around my waist.

My fingers tore at it, frantically trying to find the knot, but everything 
was too numb. Too useless. And then I saw a flash of  red. Just a little out of  
reach. Just a little too far.

Her jacket.
I reached for it, but I was moving up. Away. My hands tangled in some-

thing—seaweed. No, not seaweed. Her hair. Her hair, which was the only 
thing she was ever vain about, so of  course I mocked her for it. I tight-
ened my fist and I pulled my arm toward my body and I wrapped my arms 
around her because I had her.

I had her.
Eleven.
This is hope: We broke through the surface and I had her in my arms 

and everything would be fine. Would be normal. She’d cough and spit up 
water and she’d tell me to take her home, even though she’d be mad at me. 
And I would. I’d take her home and say I’m sorry or something equally as 
pointless and pathetic and she’d say, Okay, Decker, and we’d go on doing 
whatever it was we were doing. I wouldn’t ask about Carson. She wouldn’t 
tell me. We’d be fine.

Fine.
Except then we were back on land and I let her go. Dropped her still 

body in the snow. She wasn’t fine at all. She was blue.
Hope only gets you so far. Which is why I tore open her jacket and 

placed my numb hands in the center of  her chest, trying to remember what 
I was supposed to do. I pressed down and started counting again.

One.

The ambulance had its sirens on, so I couldn’t hear what anyone was say-



ing. The two guys hovering over Delaney moved their mouths at each other 
frantically. But all I could hear was the siren and my own heartbeat, pound-
ing on the inside of  my skull. And then one of  the guys stopped to take my 
blood pressure. Asshole. Couldn’t he see I was fine? I was fine because I was 
shaking and coughing and my skin felt like it was on fire, which was ironic, 
right? Maybe not. Delaney would know. She knew all that English crap. But 
she wasn’t moving. She wasn’t shaking or coughing and her skin was still 
blue. Blue.

He nodded at me and removed the equipment from my arm, but I 
was staring past him, at Delaney. He put a hand on my shoulder, like he 
knew me. He was the one who had to pull me off  her so his partner could 
take over, do it the right way. I guess he thought now we were bonded or 
something. Like the fact that he wrapped his arms around my chest while I 
pumped her heart meant he understood. “Hey,” he said, squeezing his hand 
over my shoulder. “You did the right thing.”

But he didn’t know I left her out there. And he didn’t feel Delaney’s 
bones crack under the pressure of  my hands. Nothing I did was right.

My heart was beating too fast, too hard, like when I was racing. Like 
some guy was on my ass, breathing down my neck, stride for stride. Like 
I couldn’t even waste the energy to look, or he’d blow by me. There was 
something chasing me now, a shadow at my back, gaining on me. And if  I 
looked, it would all be over.

So instead I looked forward. To what would happen next. To the finish 
line. I pictured the guys in the ambulance step back from Delaney, smile at 
each other, pat each other on the shoulder. Good job. That was a close one. I 
pictured me laughing with relief. Delaney’s eyes fluttering open. Her looking 
around for me. And me saying, “Hey, I’m right here.”

And I waited.
It grew too hot in the back of  the ambulance. I was crammed in the 

corner, next to the back doors. There wasn’t nearly enough space for all of  
us. And suddenly it felt like we were the only people in the world. We were 
trapped, the four of  us, and we were running out of  air.

Is this what it feels like to drown?
I wheezed, trying to draw in more air, but there wasn’t enough. The am-

bulance started moving downward, barely riding the brakes, and it felt like 
we were in a coffin, sinking into the cold earth. Bag over her mouth. Hands 
on her chest. And wires. Machines with wires. How could they hear any-
thing over the siren? Over their own heartbeats, pounding in their skulls? 
How could they tell if  anything was working?

I grabbed the handle on the back door, and for a split second I pictured 



packed dirt on the other side. A dry, parched darkness. The earth seeping 
through the crack between the doors.

Nothing made sense in here. The siren seemed to slow down, but my 
breathing sped up. Like time had been altered, and we were cut off  from 
reality. And we were all crammed together in the back of  an ambulance, but 
I couldn’t reach Delaney. Couldn’t close the gap between us. Three feet, at 
most. But now, with me breathing and her not, three feet was the same thing 
as infinity. A completely impossible distance.

I shook my head, relaxed my grip on the handle. Think of  something else. 
Something real. But the only thing I could think of  was those eleven minutes. 
The realest thing that had ever happened.

I felt the shadow catching up to me, right at my back now.
It was here.
“Do something,” I yelled.
The guy who had just had his hand on my shoulder, who told me I did 

the right thing, turned away from Delaney for just a second. He yelled back, 
“We’re doing all we can.”

A) We were at the hospital. B) Hospitals fix people. Therefore . . . something 
about A and B and if  and then. Should’ve paid more attention in geometry. 
But it all equaled Delaney getting fixed. They took her somewhere—I didn’t 
know where, because I had to be treated. The doctor had me strip and wrap 
myself  in blankets.

I assume he went to med school for this. Very impressive. Though I 
guess I shouldn’t knock it, since my body stopped shaking and my teeth 
stopped chattering.

“Where’s Delaney?” I asked.
“Who? Oh, she was taken to the ICU. You won’t be allowed back there. 

Family only.”
I knew plenty of  families who didn’t see each other nearly as much as 

we did. We’d lived next door since almost as far back as I could remember. 
And her mom had watched me for almost as long as that, too. Family, my 
ass.

“Yeah, okay. Can I get my clothes back?”
He handed me scrubs. Not blue like his, and not beige like the nurses’. 

God forbid somebody think I belonged somewhere. These were dark brown 
and felt like paper and were a solid step past mortifying. I tied the draw 
string and pushed past the doctor.

“Hey, your parents are on their—”
I ran for the main lobby and checked the listings on the wall. ICU. Fourth 



floor. Good sign. I figured the higher the better. Morgues were usually in the 
basement, right?

She was alive. They were fixing her. Everything would be fine.
The elevator made these ridiculously happy dinging sounds at each 

floor. Ding, new babies. Ding, cancer. Ding, sick kids. Ding, trauma.
The letters “ICU” didn’t mean much at first. Not until I saw them all 

spelled out over the reception area. Intensive care unit. Intensive. Pretty sure 
that was on our SAT list. Delaney would know the root in Greek or Latin or 
something. I might not know the root, but I knew how to use it in a sentence:

People who are dying need intensive care.
Shit.
I am not this guy. I am not the guy who gets his best friend killed. She is 

not the girl on the other side of  some sad story I’ll tell in a couple of  years.
This is not the way the story ends.
I walked down the hall. Maybe it was a mistake. Maybe this was just 

protocol for someone who needed CPR. I probably screwed up. They had 
to fix it. Intensively.

I rounded the corner, and there was this lobby. People hovering around 
in groups outside these double doors. Whispering. I pushed my way through 
them. Closer to the doors. And there they were. Her parents.

I thought about jumping behind the bald guy to my side before they 
could see me. Oh God, what had I done?

“Decker.” Too late. Delaney’s dad was reaching an arm for me. He didn’t 
know yet. I took a step closer, and her mom’s eyes were way too wide. Like 
they were trying to see everything but weren’t really seeing anything. She 
didn’t say anything. She’d know the truth if  I looked directly at her. She al-
ways knew. I looked at the floor.

“What . . . ,” her dad said. What happened? That’s what he meant. What 
the hell happened?

“She fell,” I said. And then I shook my head and I couldn’t say the rest 
of  the words. I felt them written on my face. I felt her mom reading them 
off  my cheekbones, my nose. Like the way she used to examine my face for 
crumbs to see if  I was the one who had eaten all the cookies. Not like she 
ever really had to check. It was always me.

But then I felt her hand resting on the back of  my neck. Her palm felt 
too hot, like she was so full of  life. Had never come close to death.

Is this how it feels to drown? Maybe you didn’t even realize you were 
cold, dead, until something living touched you.

The double doors to the ICU opened just then. Visiting time, I guess. 
People faced forward, organized themselves into a line, like they’d been 



there a thousand times before. The lobby grew silent, like everyone was 
taking this collective breath. Bracing themselves for something.

Delaney’s dad put his hand on my shoulder, and as he started to walk, 
he pushed me along. I froze at the entrance. I saw a man in a bed near the 
door, and he looked horrible. Covered in casts and bandages, tubes running 
in and out. His skin a sickly shade of  yellow. No, not horrible. Something 
past horrible. What’s the word for that? Delaney would know.

I changed my mind. I didn’t want to see her then. Not if  she looked like 
she needed to be in this room with that man looking something worse than 
horrible. I wanted to close my eyes and remember Delaney smiling in her 
red coat. But I guess that would be cheating.

Delaney’s dad turned around when they were three steps ahead of  me. 
I shook my head. “They told me family only,” I whispered.

“It might help,” he said. I didn’t see how it would help me to see her like 
this. But then I realized this wasn’t about me. They thought it might help 
Delaney. That my presence could help her.

I stepped across the threshold.
It didn’t help either of  us.

People were congregating in the lobby, in the halls. That’s the only word for 
it. Clumping together and whispering or crying. People from school. From 
town. Ugh. Delaney would hate this. The whole school here, people she 
wasn’t even friends with, crying for her in the hall, like they gave a damn. 
Crowding around me, like I was important, so they could extract half-truths 
and spread them around. They kept shuffling closer. Closer.

Is this how it feels to drown? Like the world is folding in on you? Like there’s 
nowhere left to go but someplace inside?

“Janna said you jumped in after her.”
“Carson said you almost died.”
“I heard you hit Justin.”
“Dude, what happened to your fingers?”
“What the hell was she doing out in the middle of  the lake anyway? 

Stupid.”
For the second time that day, I hit someone. Punched him in the side of  

his jaw. Shook my fingers out and walked away to silence, and then I heard 
the whispers spread around the lobby again.

I locked myself  in a bathroom stall and cracked my knuckles. I didn’t 
even know the guy’s name. He was new this year. In Delaney’s math class, 
maybe. Tim? Tom? Whatever. I was just thankful I hadn’t hit a girl.



The bathroom door creaked open. “Decker?”
I stepped out of  the stall. Delaney’s dad held the bathroom door open 

with his foot. He had on his work shoes. But he hadn’t come from work, and 
they didn’t match his clothes. “Your parents are here.”

I followed him into the lobby. My mother almost didn’t recognize me, 
at first. I thought it was the scrubs, but she wasn’t looking at my outfit. She 
was looking at my face, squinting at me. Like there was something she was 
trying to see through.

And then she was hugging me. Something past hugging me. Suffocating 
me. Gripping me by the back of  my shirt and pressing my head down onto 
her shoulder.

Is this how it feels to drown? Like being suffocated? Your entire body con-
stricted?

We were out in the hall—everyone was watching me. Maybe because 
of  this, maybe because of  the lake, maybe because I’d just hit some dude 
in the face without even looking at him first. They were all watching as my 
mother suffocated me. But I didn’t pull away. “It’s okay,” she whispered in 
my ear. I shook my head against her shoulder, but still I didn’t back away.

“You’re okay,” she said. And then I understood.
I pushed away, took a step back. Saw Delaney’s mother watching us. 

Saw her press an arm across her stomach. Saw her turn away and leave.

We stayed in the hospital that night. Me, my mother, Delaney’s parents. We 
slept, or didn’t, on chairs in the waiting room. I pretended to sleep just so I 
wouldn’t have to know Delaney’s mom was watching me. So I wouldn’t look 
at her. So she wouldn’t know what I’d done.

They moved her the next morning to a room with a chair where people 
could visit. Good news, I thought. She didn’t need intensive care anymore. 
Instead it turned out the doctors thought that no amount of  intensive care 
was really going to change anything.

That’s what I gathered, anyway. The short nurse with the black hair 
didn’t want me to hope. Didn’t want me to think for a second that she’d end 
up as anything other than dead. Or that I’d end up as anything other than 
guilty. It was like she thought the hope was dangerous. “Her brain has been 
damaged,” she told me.

I broke my arm once. It got better.
“Significantly,” she said.
A horrible break, really. I still have a scar from the surgery.
“Permanently,” she added, like she thought I didn’t get it.



But I just shook my head at her. She acted like Delaney existed in her 
head and nowhere else. Like her heart was inconsequential, like her hands 
were nothing.

I remembered hooking my pinkie finger around Delaney’s when we 
were nine and saying, “Promise not to tell.” She had tightened her pinkie 
around mine and said, “Promise on my life.” We were only nine, but she 
never told that I was the one who sent the baseball through our neighbor’s 
window. The guilt tore me up inside until I confessed, but that’s beside the 
point. She kept her promise.

I walked into her new room, where she looked exactly the same as the 
day before, except she wasn’t surrounded by all these dying people any-
more. Regardless of  what that nurse said, I still thought the move was a 
good sign. If  death was contagious, she wouldn’t catch it here. I looped my 
pinkie finger around hers, motionless on the white sheet, but I didn’t tighten 
it. All I could think was I’m sorry, and that wasn’t a promise at all.

“It’s time to go home, Decker.” My mother had her hand on my elbow, 
like she thought I might dart away. My father had showed up with a change 
of  clothes for me. He understood, I knew he did. Which is why I looked at 
him over my mother’s shoulder and shook my head.

I pulled my elbow back, leaned against the wall outside Delaney’s room. 
Watched as my father took my mother by the arm, gave me a good-bye nod, 
and led her toward home.

I wouldn’t leave her again.
I guess that was the one promise I could still make.
I sat on the chair in the corner of  the room. Her parents were at some 

meeting with the doctors, so I didn’t feel guilty about taking up the space.
Ha, I didn’t feel guilty. Funny.
Some girl from Delaney’s math class walked into the room. I watched 

her from the corner chair, and I raised my eyes to hers. She gave me this sad 
little smile, like she understood.

And I thought: I’d trade you.
Popped in my head from nowhere. It was the easiest thought in the 

world. This person who meant nothing to me, for Delaney. Easy. 
And after she left, someone else came in, another two. I weighed them 

in my head. Two lives, and I am not the guy who gets his best friend killed. 
Two lives—I’d trade them both. Take them, I thought. But nothing happened.

I thought it over and over as people filed into and out of  her room. And 
then Justin came. Kevin, too. My friends. Janna and Carson. Our friends. 
These people who helped me pull Delaney from the ice. I think Janna was 
praying, but I wasn’t sure, because there was this buzzing in my head. It was 



like this feeling where everything is empty, but really there’s too much.
I looked at each of  them, and I saw Carson’s mouth form the word 

“Decker,” as he looked at me, as he reached for me, like he wanted me to 
stand. Like me standing would change anything. I looked right at him and I 
thought, I’d trade you, too.

I waited for her to wake up that second day. We all did. Didn’t matter what 
the nurse had told me, what the doctors said, what they meant with their 
closed-mouth smiles and the weight of  their hands on our shoulders. We 
were still waiting. I could feel it in the people around me. Like if  we thought 
it hard enough, it would take substance. I could hear it whispered in the time 
between the beeps, the time between the whirring of  the equipment. Wake 
up, wake up, wake up. Like our thoughts alone had power.

But the whispers faded by the third day. Silence between the beeps, 
between the whirring equipment. Like they had stopped willing her to wake 
up.

Janna was at the foot of  the bed, and she had her hand on the sheet 
over Delaney’s ankle. Janna’s head was bent, and her eyes were closed, and 
her lips were moving. And this single tear ran down her cheek. When she 
finished moving her lips in some silent prayer, she left the room without 
looking at me or Delaney’s parents.

And that’s when I realized. Nobody was waiting for her to wake up 
anymore.

They were waiting for her to die.
I existed in flashes after that. I wondered if  this was what my life would 

be like from now on—like when everything flashed before my eyes when 
Delaney fell. That’s how I was living. Except there were these giant, empty 
gaps between each flash. Just this narrow room with a still body in a white 
bed. The only noise was periodic beeping, high-pitched, then low-pitched, 
followed by the whirring of  some machine, or not. Seemed chaotic if  you 
just came in for a minute or two—but spend hours, days, you’d get the pat-
tern of  it.

That was the time between the flashes.
But then people would come in, and life would exist again. I would ex-

ist again. It was like one of  those philosophical questions: If  a tree falls in 
the forest and nobody hears it, does it make a sound? If  a guy sits beside a 
hospital bed, but he’s the only one conscious, is he really there?

There was a business center on the second floor. Delaney’s dad spent a lot 
of  time in there. Ridiculous, really. Hey, pardon me while I step out for a mo-



ment to check my e-mail. Could be important. I saw him through the glass door 
as I wandered the halls while the doctors ran some tests on Delaney.

I could see the glow of  the screen over his shoulder. An image of  the 
brain. I walked through the door, stood behind him, and read the chart be-
low the picture. A coma scale. Apparently there were different levels of  
comas. Some worse than others. My eyes glazed over once I realized the 
whole thing amounted to a determination of  how screwed you were.

Oh, don’t worry, this one’s got a coma score of  10. He’s only partially screwed.
But this poor kid. Score of  3. Completely screwed.
Her dad must’ve seen my reflection in the screen. “Makes me feel like 

I’m doing something,” he said, without looking away.
Yeah, I got that. God, I wanted there to be something I could do. Wanted 

to rip open her jacket and pump her heart. Tilt her head back and breathe 
air into her lungs. Donate blood. Or a freaking kidney. Something. Anything.

I slid in front of  the computer beside her father and started searching 
for articles. I skipped the coma stuff. The hospital stuff. Skipped the deaths 
and scales and percentages. I read about the survivors. Imagined them typ-
ing their stories on the other side of  the screen.

Imagined Delaney doing the same thing.

Day four. The universe was messing with my head. Little things. Things only 
I would notice. Like the cafeteria tray with two jagged scratches running 
parallel through the off-yellow plastic. The number eleven. Or how, in the 
lobby, there were eleven pictures. Eleven. Who buys eleven pictures?

And then I started noticing it everywhere. Like how when I’d step off  
the elevator, Delaney’s room was the eleventh door on the right. Or how 
the fluid in the IV bag would drip eleven times before something behind her 
would click.

Eleven minutes. Because of  me. Remember, the universe whispered. We 
know.

It ate away at me, the truth. I had to tell her parents, tell them I left her 
out there, alone, when she didn’t want to be left alone.

I cleared my throat, preparing to speak. Delaney’s left pointer finger 
twitched. I coughed and it twitched, like I had startled it. Her mom was sit-
ting in the chair, watching the rise and fall of  Delaney’s chest.

“Did you see that?” I asked.
“See what, Decker?”
“Her finger,” I said. “She moved it.”
I stuck my head into the hall and yelled, “Hey!” and one of  the doctors 

I recognized came shuffling toward me. Delaney’s mom was standing now 



and pacing.
The doctor came in and raised his eyebrows at me. 
“She moved her finger.”
He sighed. “Normal,” he said. The other doctors had said as much be-

fore. Random twitching. Normal. Normal for a dead girl still technically 
alive. She didn’t mean to do it, they explained. It was random. No intent. 
Not a response to anything.

“No, you don’t understand. I coughed and then she moved her finger.” A 
response. Not a random, neuron-firing twitch. A response.

He put a hand on my shoulder. God, everyone with the hands on my 
shoulder. I shrugged him off, because he wasn’t processing the relation. The 
cause and effect.

“You coughed,” he said. “Her finger twitched.” He paused between sen-
tences. No and. No then. No connection. Two isolated incidents randomly 
happening at the same time.

I turned away from the doctor, leaned in close over the bed, and whis-
pered in Delaney’s ear, “Do it again.”

Her mother leaned forward with me.
“You’re seeing what you want to see,” the doctor said.
“No,” I said. “You are.”
He didn’t leave. He watched us, watching her. Or maybe he was watch-

ing her, too. Hoping to see something else.
“She could come out of  it, still,” he said. But before we had time to 

hope, he added, “Into a vegetative state. Which leaves you in roughly the 
same position.”

“What if  she wakes up?” Delaney’s mom asked. Delaney’s mom never 
spoke.

Silence.
She understood what the silence meant. We all did. “But what if  she 

does?” she asked.
“She won’t be the same,” the doctor said, like he had rehearsed the 

line and was performing it from some faraway place. He continued with his 
monologue, about how she probably wouldn’t know us, wouldn’t know at all. 
Wouldn’t be the girl who slipped and fell and screamed my name.

Eleven minutes was just too long.
What about ten? Could she have survived ten minutes? Would that one 

minute have made a difference? If  only Carson had run faster . . . 
Or what if  I had let them pull me back. If  I hadn’t struggled so much. 

Nine minutes. Eight, even.
Or if  I’d run straight for a rope instead of  running out on the ice. Seven. 



Six. Five.
If  I had been faster. If  nobody had caught me as I sprinted onto the ice. 

If  I dove in after her. Four. Three.
She’d be conscious. Cold and wet and pissed, but conscious.
Or if  I’d never left her. If  I held her up and we walked the rest of  the 

way together.
And this is all some nightmare in some alternate universe. Some cau-

tionary tale to tell the kids. Don’t walk on the ice. Let me tell you this story . . .
The doctor left the room. Her finger hadn’t moved.

We didn’t talk about what the doctor said at dinner, like some messed-up 
version of  a family—Delaney’s parents and me—eating in the cafeteria. At 
first, we didn’t talk at all. Just ate and listened to the chatter, or the silence, 
around us. Some people were here for the sick or the injured. Some for the 
dying. Some for the newly born. A continuous cycle of  life and death rotat-
ing through the front doors. People came in alive and never came out. And 
then people existed, where there had been nothing before. Life, from noth-
ing, wheeled out of  the front doors.

It became a game for me, when I went down there. I tried to guess from 
the groups at the tables. Were they there for life or death? It usually wasn’t 
hard to tell. I wondered what they saw when they looked over here.

“Go home, Decker. Sleep. Shower.” Her mom was moving food around 
her plate.

“I can’t,” I said.
She leaned toward me and lowered her voice. “She knows you’ll come 

back.”
I forced a piece of  bread into my mouth, so I’d have something to fo-

cus on. I ground the food between my teeth. She knows you’ll come back. 
Because the last thing Delaney knew, the very last thing she learned, was 
that I didn’t.

When I got back to the room, Janna was in there.
She was sitting beside the bed, leaned over close. I stood against the 

wall, watching. Janna had her mouth pressed close to Delaney’s ear. She 
moved her lips.

“What are you saying? What did you say?” I pushed off  the wall and 
took a step toward them both.

Janna reeled back, startled. “Nothing, Decker. God.”
“Get. Out.” I pointed to the door, and she stood.
“You should tell her—”



I got up in her face, so she had no choice but to back up. Toward the 
door. “I will talk to her,” I said, “when she wakes up.”

She stumbled backward, put her hand against the doorframe, and be-
fore she turned to go, she said, “I’m sorry, Decker.”

Good, I thought. Be sorry. Take it back while you’re at it. But the way she 
pressed her lips together, the way she held my gaze, she didn’t seem like 
she was apologizing for something. She said it like Delaney had said those 
words, years ago, when my grandfather died.

She left the room and I closed my eyes, unclenched my fists. But even 
with my eyes closed, I could still see her mouth forming the word, whisper-
ing it in Delaney’s ear.

Good-bye.
She could come out of  it, still. She could. I’d read about it. Even the 

doctor had said it. This could change. Maybe just a little. Would her heart 
rate increase when she heard the sound of  my voice—would she be buried 
somewhere inside still?

Or would she wake up? Would she be the exception? Would she look 
around the room and wonder where she was? Who she was?

Would she look at me like she was seeing me for the first time? Would 
her eyes be empty, like her memories? Would her gaze skim right over me, 
on to the next stranger?

Or would she know me with some sort of  vague recognition. Like a 
dream you can’t remember, but then the next morning you see someone 
and you know: I was dreaming about you.

Or maybe she’d remember everything and hate me. I smiled, thinking 
about her rising out of  the bed, pushing me in the chest, screaming in my 
face.

But I was imagining things that could not be.
Eleven drips.
Eleven steps.
Eleven snowflakes clinging to the windowpane.
Suddenly, I knew what everyone saw in the cafeteria when they looked 

at us: three people, trying to keep up a charade.

The charade unraveled entirely the next morning. Very simply. With two 
words. “Next steps.”

This was the talk. This was one I would not be allowed to overhear. 
Where my silent, stubborn presence would not be tolerated. Where the line 
was drawn: I did not count.

Even I could see it now. Because no matter what I had done, there’s 



no way she would’ve left me like this if  she was Delaney Maxwell. No way. 
She would’ve made fun of  me or poked me in the chest. Or yelled at me. 
Or smiled. Or at least squeezed my pinkie finger when I looped it with hers.

This was the girl who wanted to be first in the class—and was. She 
wanted to win—and she did. If  she was able to wake up, she would have 
done it by now.

Delaney’s mom was staring at me when the doctor told me to leave the 
room. I wasn’t looking, but I could feel it. She knew. Of  course, she knew.

Looking away was always my tell. Who drew on the walls? I look away. 
Who traipsed mud through the house? I look away. 

Why is Delaney in a goddamn coma? I look away.
I couldn’t take it. Never could. The way she looked at me, while I looked 

away. Knowing, and not saying anything, until I cracked.
“It’s because of  me,” I whispered.
“Decker . . . ,” her dad said. I guess there wasn’t really anything he could 

say to that.
“It’s my fault!”
I started hyperventilating. Funny. I always thought that meant you 

couldn’t get air. But really, it was that I got too much. I forgot to breathe out. 
I only took in. This, I was sure of  it. This is what it felt like to drown.

Taking in breath of  water after breath of  water. Never out. Only in.
The nurse squatted in front of  me and taught me how to breathe again. 

She put a hand at the base of  my ribs and said, “From here.” She rubbed 
my upper back as I breathed in and out, and as my breathing slowed, she 
smiled. She squeezed my hand and nodded at me. I guess she was happy 
there was someone in this room she was able to help.

And then she led me out of  the room into the empty hall. Were they 
discussing removing the life support? Or just moving her to some long-term 
care facility? Were they discussing the fact that eleven minutes was just too 
much to recover from?

I started walking toward the elevator, in a daze, like I hadn’t eaten in 
a while. I couldn’t remember whether I had. I trailed my fingers along the 
wall, counting down the doors. I wanted to punch at them, dig my finger-
nails into the sheetrock, hear the high-pitched screech echo through the 
corridor as I scratched the surface. But my fingers barely grazed the wall. 
Like I couldn’t close the distance.

The elevator. I stepped inside, turned around to face the closing doors. 
Saw the hallway disappear before me. A cell door closing. The lid sliding 
over the coffin. An eye blinking shut for good.



Night turned to morning. Day six. Six. Six. Six. Not a real word.

I stepped off  the elevator onto Delaney’s floor. What did she think when 
she was drowning? Was she still pissed at me? Or was she too desperate to 
even think about it? Or maybe it was like this, like walking around in a daze. 
Like she dissociated. Maybe she just thought, huh, I’m drowning, as her lungs 
filled with water.

Huh, I’m dying.
I paused at the end of  the hallway. There were people—way too many 

people—clumped in front of  her door. 
No, this is how it feels to drown: No breathing. The inability to move. 

Dread.
What the hell was everyone doing outside her room? What were they 

waiting for? No, no, no.
How long had she waited for me before she realized I wasn’t coming?
Was her hand reaching for me still as she sunk away from the ice?
I could see it so clearly. 
I took a breath, and I ran for her.
And then I understood: the worst part about drowning is the undying 

hope that maybe, just maybe, you’re not.



a  N o t e  f r o m  s u s a N  v a u g h t

Dear reader,

I never get scared in strange places. the places I know terrify me more than 
anything. I have never been more afraid than when walking slowly down 
creaking stairs to replace a lightbulb in the basement, or running to shut the 
closet door I forgot. In the middle of  the night. In the dark. after I’ve heard 
the noises. 
 I work in a psychiatric hospital built in the 1850s. I know the halls and 
walls and cold, shadowy spots. I’m at home with the bars and cinder blocks 
and the unexplained moans and bangs and thumps. I’ve had to be there late 
at night, and during natural disasters when the power went out and stayed 
off  for days. there’s nothing quite like creeping down a long corridor at 
two in the morning, flashlight trembling in my hand, hoping there won’t be 
anything in the bathroom but me. 
 I’ve had dozens of  ideas for ghost stories just going about my daily 
business. I’ve also drawn ideas for contemporary novels from my work. 
Trigger, for example, tells the story of  a young man who survives a suicide 
attempt and has to piece his life back together despite the damage he’s 
done to his body and to the people he loves. my september 2012 release, 
Freaks Like Us, shows the world through the eyes of  Jason, a young man 
who thinks he’s a freak because he hears voices. When the girl he loves 
more than anything vanishes, those voices lie to him and confuse him until 
he doesn’t know what he might have done to her, and he can’t help himself  
when people start viewing him as a suspect. he has to find her, but he’ll 
have to fight his parents, the fBI, and even harder—himself. 
 for my piece in Dark Places, I wanted to combine what I know about 
schizophrenia and what I see in the old hospitals I’ve worked in all over the 
south. as I was working on this piece it became the seed for a novel told in 
ghost stories. this story will take you into Lincoln Psychiatric and give you 
a taste of  its secrets, its horrors, and its mysteries . . . if  you have the guts to 
go.
 happy reading—and don’t forget to close those closet doors.
 

susan vaught
Kentucky, may 2012



ONE HOUR

If bad stuff  happens to the people you care about, you’ll 

know. If bad stuff  happens to the person you care about 

more than anything  else in the universe, you’ll defi nitely 

know. It’s always that way in books, right? But what I’m 

thinking when the captain gets home around fi ve fi fteen 

like he always does is I’m crazy hungry and he’s gonna 

make mac and cheese like he always does and I like mac 

and cheese but I’m tired of it and . . .  

Stupid, you’re so stupid and ungrateful, and, Mac and cheese 

if you please, mac and cheese if you please, and, Maybe he 

will, maybe he won’t, maybe he will, maybe he won’t.

Captain Johnson Milwaukee is a creature of habit, just 

like me. He’s taller, but not by much. He’s balding, and his 

thin hair is a mix of gray and brown. His uniform is black 
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with silver buttons, and the patch on his sleeve and the 

badge on his chest have bright orange fl ames so people 

know he’s all about putting out fi res instead of chasing bad 

guys. He’s slightly overweight, but I don’t care and he 

 doesn’t care. What I like most about him is that he’s relaxed 

and calm, and he’s decisive in a quiet, confi dent way.

Yelling at fi res  doesn’t put them out. That’s one of Dad’s 

mottos.

Act now, panic later. That’s another Dad- ism.

When my parents got divorced, I was twelve and I got 

to choose, and I decided to live with Dad because it’s just 

easier for two guys, and because his sayings help keep my 

brain straight, and because the col o nel lives on base when 

she’s not deployed and I don’t want to live on base and I’m 

pretty sure the col o nel would go crazier than me if she 

tried to take care of me every single day. The captain won’t 

go crazy. The captain helps me stay as sane as guys like me 

ever get, so when he gets home and hangs his hat in its spot 

by the pole on the door, gives me a point- and- shoot ges-

ture, winks, and says, “Mac and cheese,” I go put the water 

on to boil.

I know which pan to use. I know exactly how much 

water to pour into it, and I know how to pretend I’m put-

ting in the pinch of salt he wants but  doesn’t need because 

he used to smoke and his heart and blood pressure don’t 

need extra problems.  We’re two guys living alone, and 

 we’ve got this easy- cooking thing down to cups, tea-

spoons, and stir- in- the- sauce- and- bring- to- a-boil.
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“Want some sausage in the mac and cheese to night?” 

Dad calls from his bedroom, which is just off  the kitchen 

in our little two- bedroom apartment.

“Sounds good.” My voice is all fl at even though I 

mean to sound light and who- cares or anything except 

fl at or thank- God- not- just- boring- mac- and- cheese- again. 

The fl atness happens because of my alphabet. Dad’s used to 

it. He never gripes when my face and voice go blank. 

He knows why. The col o nel’s not so good with that  whole 

ac cep tance thing.

I grab the sausage out of the fridge and pull off  

the wrapper before he pays much attention to the fact it’s 

marked lean and healthy. When the col o nel shops for us 

at the PX, that’s what she buys, and I’m not arguing with 

her about it. I’m not arguing with the col o nel about any-

thing ever, if I can help it.

Dad heads into the kitchen wearing his jeans and a 

black fi re department T-shirt that shows his paunch. The 

darkness of the fabric stands out against the simple color 

scheme of our apartment walls— white and white and more 

white. The cabinets are light wood and the fl ooring in the 

kitchen is light white vinyl, and all the energy- saver lights 

are bright, so the theme of light- light and bright- white stays 

unbroken. Dad  doesn’t smell like fi re smoke or cigarette 

smoke, so I know he’s not been doing anything dangerous 

today. The only scent in the kitchen is the wet- metal smell 

of water starting to boil, and that’s when the phone rings.

It’s bad. What ever it is, it’s your fault, you loser. It’s awful, 

211-50004_ch01_3P.indd   21211-50004_ch01_3P.indd   21 6/8/12   8:16 AM6/8/12   8:16 AM



22

it’s terrible, it’s awful, it’s terrible, it’s awful, awful, awful. 

Maybe it isn’t. Maybe it won’t be. But maybe it is?

I ignore the voices as Dad answers, because they always 

say the same stupid stuff  when the phone rings or the door-

bell chimes or there’s a knock or a registered letter. Fifty- 

one million people in the world with my alphabet, and I 

had to get neurotic voices. I guess that’s better than angry 

voices or really paranoid voices. I have no idea how many 

types of voices there are, but mine usually run to the 

doom- and- disaster side of things.

Dad’s standing at the counter behind me and the water’s 

boiling. When I turn to glance at him, I see him looking at 

his watch.

“No,” he says. “She’s not  here, Ada.” His brown eyes 

fl ick to my face, then to his watch, and back to me. “What 

time did you get home, son?”

“The usual,” I tell him, then pro cess that he’s talking 

to Ada Franks, Sunshine’s mother. “By four thirty.”

Dad’s thick, dark eyebrows— which  haven’t thinned 

like his hair— do this funny pinch thing when he’s listen-

ing and thinking at the same time. “Okay,” he says to Ms. 

Franks, then to me, “Did Sunshine come home with you?”

“No, sir.”

“Do you think she went with Drip, or did she say she 

was headed anywhere in par tic u lar?”

“We all left from the corner, same time we usually do, 

and no, of course she  wasn’t headed anywhere.” Weird. 
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Sunshine should be home by now. Way past, in fact. 

And Sunshine never goes anywhere without me or Drip 

or her mom and sometimes her brother, Eli, because of 

the   whole shy- and- doesn’t-talk- much thing. Everybody 

knows that.

Stupid moron. You should have walked the girl home. You 

owe her that much, don’t you? Owe, owe, owe the girl, owe the 

girl all daaa- aaay. Nobody owes. Everybody owes. Do you owe 

her anything?

“Jason  doesn’t remember anything unusual.” Dad 

sounds matter- of- fact, but I catch the tone. The unsaid you 

know what I mean. Because, of course, I might not remem-

ber things right. I might think a little crooked.

I do think a little crooked, but I remember this after-

noon just fi ne.

Don’t I?

“What happened when you tried her cell?” Dad asks 

Ms. Franks, which isn’t as strange as it might sound. Sun-

shine has a cell even though she  doesn’t talk on it ever, 

not even to her “safe” people. Her mom got it for the GPS 

locator function in case Sunshine ever got lost and  couldn’t 

make herself say or write her name or address for whoever 

found her, but she hates that phone and she hardly 

ever carries it.

“I see.” Dad directs his frown at the kitchen counter. 

“It’s in her room on her desk. Well. That  doesn’t help very 

much.”
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He keeps pinching his eyebrows, and I’m feeling 

weirder and wondering what’s going on and maybe if 

once, just this time, Bastard is right and I should have 

walked Sunshine home. I’ve hardly ever done that, but 

after what happened last Saturday—

Don’t get all diff erent Jason please you have to be the Jason I’ve 

always known or the  whole world will just blow up and I won’t 

be able to stand it and I promise I won’t be diff erent and please 

and I’m saying yes okay what ever you want I’ll give it to you 

but she’s still crying and squeezing her locket and I don’t know if 

she’s crying because I know or because of what happened or if I 

don’t know everything because when a girl cries what does any-

body know but nothing nothing nothing and I wish she’d stop 

and why don’t I know how to help her stop please please don’t 

cry anymore Sunshine

—For a second, I’m stuck in then instead of now because 

time can do that to me, it can stop making sense, it can 

stop having the periods and commas and paragraphs and 

chapters that divide life into yesterday, today, and tomor-

row or even a few hours ago.

She made me promise.

She made me promise I  wouldn’t say a word, that I 

 wouldn’t even think a word about it, and it turned into 

black clouds in my head because I promised I’d forget it 

and that was last Saturday. This is Monday. Saturday, 
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Sunday, Monday. I tick the days off  with my fi ngers as Dad 

pinches his eyebrows and asks Ms. Franks if she’s called 

 here or if she’s called there, and no she’s not  here and no 

she’s not there and nobody’s seen her since the bus, 

nobody’s seen Sunshine in more than an hour and that’s 

just not normal.

Piece of trash. Bastard’s growling now, and somebody 

hit his repeat button, so he’s doing it over and over with 

Whiner in the background singing, Owe, owe, owe, woe, 

woe, woe and the No- Names just keep whispering Saturday 

and promise in diff erent tones, in diff erent volumes. Some 

of them are loud.

“No, you don’t have to wait,” Dad says to Ms. Franks. 

“She’s a vulnerable child. Her diagnosis— yes. Chief Smith 

won’t mess around with any twenty- four- hour rules in a 

situation like this. If he’s not there and any of the ju nior 

offi  cers give you the run- around, you call me straight 

back.” Then he stops again and pinches his brows so tight 

they make a salt- and- pepper V between his eyes. “Yes, you 

might want to call your husband and tell him to come 

back home as soon as he can manage it.”

His frown gets worse. He starts trying to get words in, 

but he  can’t, and his hand pats the counter like he’s trying 

to comfort Ms. Franks through the phone. He keeps say-

ing stuff  like “I know,” and “We’ll be there,” and “Proba-

bly just some mix- up.”

When he hangs up, he calls Drip’s mom, who’s just 
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getting home from work. Ms. Taylor checks with Drip, 

but Drip hasn’t seen Sunshine, either, and Drip gets on his 

cell and starts calling his older brothers to fi nd out if they’ve 

seen her, and I imagine each call like a pebble dropping 

into liquid air, making huge circles and ripples across our 

white walls and white fl oors and into other walls and over 

cars and across people’s ears, and maybe one of those 

 ripples will land on Sunshine and she’ll start sparkling like 

a quest diamond in a video game. She’ll be the thing on 

the screen that we all run toward and grab and hold, but in 

my own head it’s not a pebble that drops into my mind as 

Dad tells me when each of Drip’s brothers says no, no, no, 

we  haven’t seen her, we don’t see her around anywhere, 

no, it’s not a pebble that drops into my mind, it’s a giant 

rock, it’s a prehistoric meteor, and it  doesn’t drop into 

my  mind, it explodes through my  whole body, it cra-

ters my entire awareness, vaporizing the lake of my mind 

and wiping out everything for miles and miles and miles.

Sunshine—my Sunshine—

She’s . . .  missing.

“Son?” Somebody’s got me by the shoulders and I’m 

trying to pull away, but I shouldn’t, because it’s the cap-

tain. I know this because nobody  else calls me son, not 

even the old guys at school who call all the other male 

students son. I’m the one they don’t want to claim. I’m the 

one nobody claims except Dad and the col o nel and Drip 

and Sunshine.
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“Come on, Jason.” Dad  doesn’t shake me, but he holds 

me so tight I realize I’m shaking myself with all my twist-

ing around. “Come back to me.”

Freak, freak, freak, freak, freak, freak, FREAK, freak, 

FREAK—

The voices yell so loud I wish covering my ears would 

help but I know it won’t. I don’t hear the voices in my ears. 

I hear them in my mind. “Freak,” I echo, seeing nothing 

but the meteor- scorched white, white walls and then 

slowly like it’s being drawn in midair, the outline of my 

father, and he smells funny, like melting iron.

“I don’t like it when you call yourself that name,” 

Dad says, and he  doesn’t sound funny, and that’s a 

totally Dad thing to say, so I’m pretty sure he’s Dad and 

not some sudden iron- stinking demon.

“Freak’s what I am,” I mumble. “It’s okay.”

Old argument.

Name- calling hurts, Dad always says, even when you do it 

to yourself.

Name- calling  doesn’t hurt because I do it to myself. That’s 

what I say.

The voices in my head get quieter, enough for me to 

breathe and think and see time in a straight line and see 

my father standing there with his fi re department T-shirt.

He looks worried as he turns me loose. “What hap-

pened just now, Jason?”

“I . . .  don’t know.” But yes, I do know. I fl aked out. I 
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freaked out. I freaked out because I’m a freak. My own 

personal f-word sets off  Bastard, Whiner, and the No- 

Names all over again, yelling and singing and whispering 

freak, freak, freak, FREAK, but I keep it together this time.

“Sorry,” I say to Dad. “I guess I got stressed.”

Dad studies me for a long second or two, then lets out 

a breath I didn’t know he was holding. “You . . .  absolutely 

sure nothing happened with Sunshine today?”

What does that mean? What does he mean?

Tell him nothing happened, you stinking puke. Lie to him. 

Or tell him it’s your fault. Tell him you only wanted her to stop 

crying. It’s her party and she’ll cry if she wants to. Nobody wants 

to cry. Everybody cries. Do you cry?

It  doesn’t feel like nothing happened even though I 

know nothing did, but when the voices start, it’s hard 

for me to keep track of real and right now instead of fears or 

pretend memories. I don’t say anything to Dad because my 

brain gets stuck on the my- fault thing and wondering 

where Sunshine is and if somebody took her, and if some-

body took her why they took her and why there have to be 

takers in the world to leave people like me with nothing.

“. . . probably nothing, but in case it is something,” 

Dad’s saying as he turns off  the pan that boiled dry, making 

everything smell like hell metal.

“What?” It’s an eff ort not to shake my head, but rat-

tling my brain  doesn’t stop the smell or the voices, either.

“We need to go to Sunshine’s apartment,” he says, 
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exasperated, like he’s said it before already. “It’ll be help-

ful for you and Drip to tell me and Chief Smith and Sun-

shine’s mother everything you can remember about today. 

If Sunshine really has gone missing, then the key to what 

happened, to where we should look for her, might lie 

somewhere in the last couple of days— especially the last 

couple of hours.”

The last couple of hours or days . . .  oh.

But . . .  no.

He  can’t mean that. That’s a secret. That’s our secret, 

mine and Sunshine’s.

You piece of crap. It’s your stinking fault. I told you you’d go 

to hell. Straight to hell. The dev il’s waiting for you, Freak. Freak, 

freak, freak. There is no freak. There’s always a freak. Are you 

the freak?

Okay, not this. Not right now. When the voices get 

loud, and especially when they turn to heaven and hell, 

things are starting to get shaky. I don’t need shaky right 

now. Sunshine  doesn’t need shaky.

It’s hard isn’t it when they talk so loud Sunshine says and it’s 

last year again and things are still as simple as they ever get for us 

but she says I don’t want you to have to go back to the hospi-

tal because Derrick and I miss you too much and it’s boring and 

I’m so sorry you have to go through it Jason and I tell her thanks 

because most people  can’t imagine but I think Sunshine can imag-

ine because she has her own problems even if she  doesn’t talk about 
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them ever and sometimes I want her to but sometimes I’m scared 

she will and I won’t know what to do and I won’t know what to 

say and I’ll let her down and I’ll hurt her and

Did I hurt her?

No.

But . . .  

Last Saturday is such a mess in my head.

No.

I promised. Don’t talk about it, don’t even think about 

it, let it go, put it away because I promised and I always 

keep my promises to Sunshine but maybe I should try 

because this is an emergency and emergencies change 

things but when I try my head gets louder and louder and I 

 can’t stand it and I  can’t think and I  can’t see anything at all 

but black swirly clouds and the clouds are talking and—

“Son, is there something you need to discuss?” Dad’s 

voice makes me jump.

“No. I— the pills.” I rub my right ear and the sound 

of my fi ngers against my skull eases everything for a few 

seconds, everything but the horrible pound- hurt- pound 

in my chest where my heart’s supposed to be. “It’s hard to 

think sometimes.”

Dad gives me a little smile, so I know I’m acting calmer 

than I feel, which is good. I think. His smile  doesn’t reach 

his eyes, and something fl ickers in the brown depths as he 

studies me.
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Monsters. Dad has monsters in his eyes. God, how stupid is 

that? Get a grip. Keep a grip.

“I know your medication muddles your thinking,” 

Dad says. “And Chief Smith will understand. You just do 

your best. Let’s head over to Sunshine’s  house. I’ll call your 

mother on the way.”
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A S Y L U M

P r o L o g U e

Things I Should Have Done

Her face reminded me of  black marble, carved with wrinkles and frowns 
and sad eyes, always looking far away like she could see things I’d never 
understand. 

Her hands—now those were cypress roots, dark and knobby, and rough 
when I had to touch them. 

She never let go of  the picture. 
The photo was older than I was, and she talked to it like a person, down 

low where nobody could hear. It was laminated, and when I bathed her, 
I’d wrap it in a plastic bag, because take that picture away from Miss Sally 
greenway, and she’d be throwing everything on the ward straight at your 
head. I never really looked at it, because I was too busy to pay it much mind.

How stupid was that? Stupid and wrong. That picture was the most 
important thing to an eighty-seven-year-old woman I dressed and fed 
almost every day. I should have looked at it.

If  I had, I might have gotten away before I lost my chance.



C H A P T e r  o n e

Don’t Walk at Night

 “Be careful, Forest!” Leslie Hyatt slapped my hand so hard I almost dropped 
the comb I was trying to wedge in Miss Sally’s stubborn white hair. 

Leslie’s dark eyes narrowed, doubling the wrinkles on her forehead. 
When she lifted her arm to point her finger at me, her oversized black scrubs 
fanned until she looked like a giant bat. “What if  she was your grandmama? 
Would you want her hair pulled by some fool teenager can’t make braid 
without yanking the poor woman bald?”

She stepped toward Miss Sally, who sat in her wheelchair without mov-
ing or speaking, holding that black-and-white picture of  a man she hadn’t 
seen since 1952. “give me that.” Leslie took the comb away from me. “I 
done told you. It’s like this.” 

She worked the teeth, gently teasing smaller and smaller sections of  
hair. For her, they stayed right where she put them. 

I fiddled with the rowan bracelet on my right wrist, running my fingers 
across its familiar carved surface and its smooth iron beads. “Sorry.” I man-
aged a smile despite my stinging knuckles. I liked Leslie. She’d been helping 
me learn since I first came to work on second shift at Lincoln Psychiatric 
Hospital.

That was six months ago—two days after I turned eighteen, aged out of  
foster care, and had to take my geD and find a place to live. When I wasn’t 
pulling hair, I was bottom-of-the-line staff  at Lincoln, nothing but a bath-
giver, a bedpan scrubber, a bed-changer. I clipped fungusy nails, changed 
stinky clothes and disgusting diapers, made beds, fed meals, got spit on and 
bit and kicked and called names—whatever it took to keep nineteen elderly 
psychiatric patients clean and comfortable in a forgotten basement ward 
in a double-forgotten state psychiatric hospital. If  it paid me a salary and 
insurance and earned me overtime privileges so I could make more money, 
I’d do it, and I’d smile, and I’d mean it. every dollar I got to put in savings 
instead of  spending on rent and food was a dollar toward getting to col-
lege—and getting out of  never, Kentucky.

While Leslie worked on Miss Sally’s hair, something rumbled outside 
the cedar-colored limestone walls. It came on slow and quiet, but it built 



and built and built until the barred windows rattled, and the fluorescent light 
panels flickered. All along the single hallway of  Lincoln’s geriatric ward, 
patients grumbled or whimpered or shifted in their wheelchairs. A few start-
ed rolling toward their rooms.

“It’s all right,” Leslie told them, easing up on her combing. “It’s just 
Maintenance, caving in those old tunnels under the administration build-
ing.” 

Her deep tone rippled across the stone floor like the kind of  thunder 
that made people smile and sleep deeper at night. She was around sixty 
years old, and she came to work at Lincoln when she was twenty-three. She 
had known some of  these patients for most of  her life—and theirs. They 
stopped rolling or at least stopped fussing and looking worried.

The building rattled again, and this time the lights blinked. The few 
seconds of  darkness before the backup generator kicked on made me gasp. 
We had no real windows down here, just a few rows of  glass panes so high 
they touched the ceiling—and it was october, and getting dark almost as 
soon as we finished serving dinner.

When Leslie grabbed my arm, I jumped.
“You got to stay calm,” she told me in a gentle voice lined with steel. 

“They’re helpless, and they don’t know what’s going on. All this jackham-
mering and blasting, it’s likely to give some poor soul a heart failure.” She 
handed the comb back to me. “As nervous as you get, you really planning to 
work your first double tonight, this close to Halloween?”

Why was my heart beating so hard? I tried to answer, got worried I 
would squeak at the thought of  spending the night in the hospital, and nod-
ded instead.

“Well, okay.” Leslie shook her head. “You’re cut out to work with my 
little peoples down here—but I don’t know if  you got what it takes for night 
shift. When the bells start ringing and you’re runnin’ the dark halls pissin’ 
yourself  before you can get to a bathroom, you remember I warned you.”

“The bells don’t ring.” I went back to combing Miss Sally’s head, careful 
not to tangle my bracelet in her hair. “They told us so in orientation. Hasn’t 
been a sound out of  Tower Cottage for thirty years.” 

Miss Sally started talking to her picture, all little whispers and laughs. I 
caught, “Bells,” a few times.

“Thirty years is what they say.” Leslie winked at me and headed back to 
the patient she’d been combing out before she came to help me with Miss 
Sally.

“Bells,” Miss Sally whispered again, staring down at her photo.
When Lincoln got built back in 1802, the superintendent’s residence got 



a tower that had three big bells at the top. They rang for wake-up, meals, 
and bedtime, five times a day, regular as the clock on the face of  that odd-
colored limestone. If  the bells rang any other time, people in never were 
supposed to bolt shutters, lock doors, and come help look for whichever 
patient had escaped. Back then, four thousand patients lived in the hospital, 
some from the time they were born to the time they died. Today, we had 
maybe three hundred patients, mostly people too old or too sick to go to 
placements in never or the surrounding towns in southern Kentucky. Tower 
Cottage was closed around 1980 because it cost too much to keep it in good 
repair. Lincoln used it to store files and records now.

“Don’t walk at night,” Miss Sally told her photo as I finally got a good 
start on a braid. “If  the bells ring, don’t walk at night.”

My fingers went still.
Did I hear that right?
Miss Sally talked in sentences, but they were usually gibberish with 

some names and real words now and then.
“Don’t walk at night,” she said again, then shook her head yes like she 

was agreeing with somebody.
I let go of  her hair and walked around the side of  her wheelchair, until I 

could kneel in front of  her and look into that carved-marble face. Her eyes 
were fixed on her photo, and her lips were moving.

Another explosion sounded in the distance, then rippled through the 
old hospital like a storm about to break.

“Hope they know what they’re doing over there,” Leslie said loud 
enough for me to hear her across the hall. “Them tunnels been a menace 
for years.” Without taking a breath, she went straight into, “It’s all right, 
everybody. It’s okay. even if  they knock that old tower on its head, we’ll be 
fine down here.”

“Don’t walk at night,” Miss Sally whispered to me as she eased her knot-
ty fingers on to my bracelet. She touched the wood and took a breath—and 
then she looked at me. She really looked at me, and the film of  confusion 
cleared off  her eyes.

Chills broke across my neck and arms. My mouth came open. I needed 
to say something back to her, but I couldn’t think of  anything that made 
sense.

Miss Sally held out her photo like she wanted me to take it.
no way. No way.
She shook the photo at me and whispered, “He wants to talk to you.”
I absolutely could not move.
I knew Miss Sally had an illness, that she had been hearing voices and 



talking to that picture since way before I was even alive. I had been to ori-
entation and training. I had months of  experience now. I’d heard the tales 
of  how Miss Sally had been married and had kids, but her mind went south 
after her last baby, and she started running naked in the streets and scream-
ing about gray princes and “otherside” and listening to voices nobody else 
could hear. I had no idea what they called her sickness back then, but her 
diagnosis now was all modern and official: schizoaffective disorder, bipolar 
type. She had never done better on any medicine, and she had never been 
able to go home again. Her husband visited every day until 1952, when he 
just stopped coming. 

Miss Sally was a very sweet but very ill woman who couldn’t help that 
she believed in things like talking pictures. It was my job to stay in reality 
and help her. I needed to be kind to her and comfort her and not upset her 
on purpose by ignoring the amazing gift of  her holding out that picture to 
me, but I didn’t want to look at it. I really, really didn’t.

“Forest.” Leslie’s voice sounded calm but urgent. “She’s offering you a 
piece of  her heart. go on now. Take it—then give it back when she wants it.”

“The bells,” Miss Sally said where only I could hear her, and this time, 
she almost poked the picture into my eyeball.

With the hand she wasn’t holding on to, I took the photo. It was just an 
old picture. What was wrong with me? I could be such an idiot about stuff.

When I looked down at the picture, the man was so blurred from wear I 
couldn’t make out many features. He was wearing a hat. Maybe overalls. His 
head was turned, looking toward a shack next to a little cornfield.

I squinted. The picture seemed to get a little clearer. Definitely a hat. 
overalls for sure. He had nice muscles, this guy. His hair was clipped close 
to his head, and he had big ears. Kinda cute. The overalls were new, dark 
blue, and his shirt sleeves were clean, like maybe he’d gotten all dressed up 
to come see Miss Sally. The shack was more like a small wooden house. The 
corn was healthy. I could smell it, sort of  a dirty, earthy scent, and I could 
smell new jeans, too, cotton fresh and still stiff  and itchy.

Do you know who you are? The voice in my head didn’t even scare me, 
because I knew he would talk like that, all deep and playful. Do you know 
what you can do?

And then the man in the picture turned to look at me.
The world shook. 
Chairs rattled against the ward walls, and the lights at Lincoln went 

dark with a loud fizz and pop. I dropped the photo like it was made of  blue 
fire, and Miss Sally let go of  my bracelet and started wailing.

“Bells!” she shrieked. “Bells!” 



The hospital bells were ringing.
My right mind told me it was just the knockers jittering like the chairs 

had done, because of  the Maintenance explosion down in the tunnels. My 
idiot mind told me a picture talked to me, then looked at me and made the 
bells start ringing.

“You have got to be kidding,” Leslie muttered. 
The sound of  her sneakers squeaking as she ran to gather scared 

patients was the only thing that kept me from breaking into shrieks louder 
than Miss Sally’s. I felt around wildly in the dark, scooting my hands across 
the floor until I touched that picture. Then I snatched it up and pushed it 
into her hands.

“Here it is. It’s okay.” god, I didn’t sound calm at all. “It’s okay, Miss 
Sally.”

She kept screaming. My heart thumped in my throat so hard it hurt. 
“Miss Sally.” I held on to her fingers, forming them gently around the pic-
ture. “I hear the bells,” I told her, “but they’re just moving because of  that 
explosion.”

“Don’t walk at night,” she shouted.
The backup generator hummed to life, and the lights came on. Miss 

Sally stared at me, but the white film of  confusion was closing over her eyes 
again. She pulled her hands away from mine, glanced at her picture, then 
smiled and gazed off  in the distance like she always did.

Before I could react or even try to understand what had just happened, 
the rn came flying out of  the office at the far end of  the hall. Arleen looked 
like a mean pumpkin in those orange scrubs, and I almost groaned at the 
sight of  her fuzzy blond hair. She wasn’t my favorite. Always loud, never 
paying attention to the patients—

“Leslie,” she yelled, obviously jacked up about something. “Leslie!”
I heard Leslie’s irritated, “What?” from inside a patient’s room to my 

left.
Arleen bounced up and down on her toes like a little kid. “They found 

a body in the tunnels!”
I got up slowly, not believing that at all, but Arleen was still chattering 

about the Kentucky State Police coming on grounds as soon as they could 
get here, and there were bones. A pile of  bones. 

Leslie stuck her head of  the patient’s room. Her usually calm face was 
twisted in complete annoyance. “Say what, woman? We got a situation 
going on out here—”

“A body.” Arleen talked right over her, clapping her hands together 
once. “There’s a body in the tunnels underneath Lincoln Psychiatric!”



C H A P T e r  T W o

Blood Tattoos

It was one o’clock in the morning before I got a chance to think—my first 
break on my overtime shift. Leslie was long gone, and I was on my own 
as I walked the corridor between the geriatric ward and the canteen. The 
hospital basement was quiet, with only a single strip of  night lamps glowing 
along the baseboards.

Blue lights punched through the windows near the ceiling, keeping a 
clockwork rhythm on the walls. The Kentucky State Police had been on 
campus all night. Arleen the pumpkin, who was working a long shift, told 
me they had roped off  Administration and the tunnel with the bones.

Bones.
I didn’t want to go there. I had never been so aware that Lincoln Psy-

chiatric Hospital was five miles from anything, smack in the middle of  six 
hundred acres owned by the state, and surrounded by a big stone fence. The 
patients knew how nervous we were, and they knew the blue lights didn’t 
mean anything good. We’d had to climb on chairs and hang sheets over the 
ward windows so they would stop crying and screaming and settle in for 
bed.

My footsteps banged too loudly against the stone, and my breathing 
seemed to echo. The hallways weren’t heated in nonpatient areas, so every 
time I blew out air, fog trailed across my vision. When I rubbed my palms 
against my blue sleeves, the flashing lights made me look dead and alive, 
dead and alive.

The picture. Miss Sally talking in sentences. The Tower Cottage bells 
ringing. The picture. What had I really seen? I rubbed my arms harder, try-
ing to ignore the freaky blue lights. I wasn’t—well, I didn’t like to use the 
word crazy, because it seemed disrespectful now that I worked at Lincoln. I 
didn’t have a mental illness. At least I didn’t think I did. okay, so I got a little 
jumpy sometimes, but I was trying to eat and pay rent and save for college 
at eighteen. I had a right to be jumpy.

Forest.
The whisper came from behind me.
I stumbled, then stopped and turned quickly to look.



The hallway behind me was totally empty. nothing but closed office 
doors, blue lights ticktocking against the dark walls, and at the very, very far 
end of  the hall, the clothing room where we kept donations for the patients. 
That door was shut, too, and locked, as it was every night from end of  day 
shift to the start of  the next.

Pain stabbed into my chest, right where my heart belonged. I took a 
slow breath and let it out, watching the fog swirl. The air smelled like . 
. . pine? Cleanser, maybe. But it was fresh and not as strong as the stuff  
Housekeeping used to scrub the bathrooms.

“nothing,” I said out loud, and almost screamed at the sound.
I was creeping myself  out. I spun toward the canteen again and walked 

faster. I tried not to think about something in the hall behind me, walking 
quietly, ghosting my steps, moving forward, moving faster, and faster—

I hit the canteen door with both palms and shoved it open as I ran 
inside. I didn’t even give it time to swing shut, but slammed it myself  and 
held on, and even thought about using my keys to turn the lock.

nothing pushed against the door.
of  course it didn’t.
I was being an idiot. I hadn’t heard a whisper in the hallway, and Miss 

Sally’s picture did not look at me and talk to me.
So, why was I shaking?
Because I was cold.
Time to jam my quarters into the vintage beverage dispenser, get my 

hot chocolate, and take my meal break. except, I couldn’t make myself  stop 
holding the canteen door shut.

oh, jeez. What if  there were people in here watching me act like an 
idiot?

I turned to my left and glanced down the long, semidark room. Tables 
lined the right-hand side, built into the walls with booth seats, all secured so 
they couldn’t be knocked over or thrown. The vending machines were on 
the left. nobody was watching, thank god.

Seconds passed. I made myself  breathe, then finally got myself  to take 
my hands off  the canteen door. It was hard to walk away without dragging 
something in front of  it, but it’s not like anything would move. even the 
trash bins were bolted to the floor.

I walked slowly, quietly, listening for extra noise each time I took a step. 
I didn’t hear any—though my heartbeat was loud enough to drum for a 
metal band. The hot-beverage machine was farthest away, and as I passed 
the first soft-drink machine, lights flashed and gears whirred, and I almost 
died right there.



“Crap!” I banged my hand against the plastic picture of  a soft drink, and 
the motion woke up the dispenser next to it, and on down the line. “Crap, 
crap!” I hit the machine again, even though my right mind knew all the 
new contraptions “slept” like computers with the lid closed until somebody 
walked by, then popped to life with moving parts and glowing pictures of  
icy drinks or potato chips. energy saving. economically efficient. Whatever. 
It was a stupid thing to have in a psychiatric hospital.

It was all I could do to get my hot chocolate, sit at a table, and drink 
it. The hot liquid burned against my mouth, and it felt good. I held the cup 
so tightly I almost squashed it, letting the heat seep into my fingers. The 
iron beads on my rowan bracelet seemed to absorb all the warmth, tingling 
against my wrist until I started to think straight again. rowan was supposed 
to be enchanted wood, protecting against everything from getting lost to 
getting stolen by evil fairies. The trees grew mostly in Britain and europe. 
one of  my high-school biology teachers figured out what it was and asked 
me how I got it. no idea. I just knew my bracelet was the only thing I had 
from my real family, whoever they were. It made me feel better.

In half  an hour or so, I’d have to go back into that long, dark hallway 
where I did not did not did not hear something whisper my name. I closed 
my eyes and rubbed the muscles between my brows.

Just my luck, to work my first night shift after Maintenance finds a pile 
of  bones in a tunnel. In orientation, we learned the tunnels were built during 
the Civil War, so patients and staff  could move around campus without get-
ting shot by soldiers battling in nearby fields. Those bones could have been 
there a hundred and fifty years.

or just a few months.
Was there a killer wandering around Lincoln Psychiatric?
The smell of  fresh pine whispered through the canteen, and wild geese 

started honking in the distance.
My eyes popped open.
geese?
But it was the middle of  the night, and way past migration time.
Honk, honk, honk . . .
I stood up so fast I knocked over my cup, spraying leftover drops of  hot 

chocolate across the table.
Hounds started baying, sudden and so loud they had to be right next 

to me. I backed against the table, looking everywhere but seeing nothing 
except drink machines whirring and blinking.

Blood blasted in my ears, but not loud enough to blot out the dogs and 
birds—and the bells. The bells were ringing.



Don’t walk at night! my idiot mind screamed in Miss Sally’s voice.
“Decker!” came a man’s deep bellow from the hallway outside the can-

teen. I heard each syllable and letter in my mind, in my clenched teeth, in 
my toenails, and I smelled them, too.

They smelled like pine.
Chills ripped along my skin, and all my hair lifted like I’d been hit by 

lightning.
Another man yelled—only it was more like a scream.
Sweat broke across my forehead and neck.
Patient, said my right mind. Patient in trouble.
The dogs barked. The geese honked. The Tower Cottage bells rang, and 

the lights blinked and went out and there were bones in a tunnel, and I ran 
through the pitch black for the canteen door like a nightmare dancer, stag-
gering and jerking and not really sure what I was doing. I yanked the door 
open so hard I nearly fell when it swung, then lunged into the hall in time 
to see a silvery glow explode through the whole space, turning the lime-
stone walls to polished stardust. everything looked sparkly new. everything 
looked unreal.

A guy ran past me. Jeans. Dark skin. Young. Screaming.
Hunting dogs charged after him, baying like they were chasing a fox, 

and goose shadows slid along the ceiling where the lights should have been.
And behind the dogs—
What was it?
My hands curled into fists as he came toward me. I opened my mouth 

to yell, but no sound came out.
Six feet tall, maybe taller. Thin. Black jeans, black shirt, black coat dust-

ing the floor. His hair was black, too, and longer than mine, and massive 
winglike shadows arced into the nothingness behind him.

He was glowing. He was the light, and he was the darkness, and he had 
a teardrop etched under his right eye. on his left cheek was a spiked Celtic 
sun. red. So, so red, and terrifying, and I knew in my guts they weren’t 
made with ink. Those were blood tattoos.

The hounds cornered the first guy at the clothing-room door, and the 
dark-light man passed me like I didn’t exist.

“It’s time, Decker,” he said to the man cowering away from the hounds. 
“You know the rules.”

“no!” the guy he called Decker yelled, and my right mind kept telling 
me he was a patient, that I had to help him, and my idiot mind couldn’t do 
anything but babble and shriek, and I was shaking so hard I didn’t think I 
could walk.



The dark-light man reached the hounds and waded through them. He 
grabbed Decker with one hand, and with the other, he ripped open the 
clothing-room door.

“Leave me be!” Decker yelled. He beat against the dark-light man, and 
my right mind started reminding me that we don’t lay hands on patients at 
Lincoln except to provide care and whoever—whatever—this jerk with the 
coat and dogs might be, I couldn’t let him hurt some helpless sick person.

“Stop!” I shouted, stumbling away from the canteen door. “You with the 
dogs. Knock it off !”

The dark-light man was in the clothing room now, dragging Decker 
after him. The dogs streamed inside along with the goose shadows, and the 
bells were still ringing and ringing.

“Hey! guy in the duster. I’m talking to you!” I picked up speed and 
reached the clothing room just as Decker’s feet went sliding across the 
threshold.

I pitched myself  forward and got a grip on his ankles. I expected to get 
pulled inside and eaten by a thousand dog teeth, but Decker stopped sliding 
like he’d hit a solid wall.

From inside the clothing room came the sound of  a body hitting the 
floor, and noises of  surprise—dog and goose and human, too. I didn’t stop 
to think about it. I kept my stranglehold on Decker’s ankles, struggled to my 
knees, then leaned back and used my body weight to haul him out of  the 
clothing room. He came without fighting, eyes wide, mouth hanging open 
in shock.

Dark-light man came with him, still holding Decker’s arms until he saw 
me and turned loose.

I’d had hours of  training on separating patients who were fighting, so I 
risked letting go of  Decker long enough to scramble past his legs and shoul-
ders until I could force my body between the two guys. As they stood, I got 
up with them, straddling the entrance to the clothing room. My left hand 
rested on Decker’s chest and my right stretched toward dark-light man.

Dizziness made me blink, and my head swam like I’d been punched—
but at least the bells stopped ringing. Lights flickered back to life. The dogs 
and goose-shadows vanished, and the walls weren’t made of  stardust any-
more. Dark-light man looked like an escapee from a vampire casting call.

Man, did he look pissed.
He stepped forward, his muscled chest meeting my palm with force. 

Lightning shocks made my arm jerk as he bounced backward from the con-
tact. rainbow colors shot through my vision, and I winced at the sharp 
scent of  mothballs and dusty old clothes. Dark-light man growled like one 



of  his dogs. I widened my stance, ready for him to come again, but he reeled 
back like I’d hit him with a cattle prod.

“Don’t let him out,” Decker whispered. “Please!”
My breath echoed in my ears, but this was getting easier. A pissed guy, 

a scared guy—no dogs, no geese, no bells, no glowing crap. Things were 
making more sense, and I knew what to do. “Mr. Decker, which ward are 
you from?”

Decker gazed at me, slack jawed. He had dark, curly hair trimmed close 
to his head, flawless skin, and an attractive face, but his eyes were wide and 
scared like a lot of  the psychotic patients I’d worked with before. I figured 
he was about thirty, maybe older. His jeans and white T-shirt were filthy. 
Who let him out after hours—and who on earth hadn’t given the man a 
shower and helped him put on clean clothes?

He didn’t answer me about the ward. Maybe he didn’t know.
As for the guy in the clothing room, I needed to figure out where he 

belonged, too. I glanced in his direction. “What’s your name?”
He was younger than Decker, maybe not much older than I was, and 

wickedly handsome. He didn’t seem psychotic, but he had his hand pressed 
against his chest where he’d made contact with my palm, and he acted like 
he was in pain.

“Aaron,” he said, like my question tore the word right out of  him. He 
had a weird accent. Aaron sounded almost like Air-own. not Yankee. Cajun, 
maybe? european?

He blinked, like he hadn’t meant to answer me. Then his eyes narrowed, 
and he seemed to be cataloging everything about me, from my curly hair to 
my shaking hands to my rowan bracelet.

I knew to treat patients with respect, and I recognized fear when I saw 
it, even when it was painted over to look like anger. “I usually work on the 
geriatric ward, and mostly second shift. That’s why you don’t know me, but 
I promise I’ll take good care of  both of  you.”

“I’m sure that’s not the case,” Aaron murmured, fixated on my face with 
an intensity that made me nervous.

“I need to get you back to your wards,” I told them both. “It’s late, and 
there’s a lot going on tonight. You need some rest, up where it’s safe.”

neither man said anything.
I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding. “Come on,” I said. “Let’s 

go. now.”
When I risked lowering my hands, Aaron vanished.
Like, poof. Just—poof!
I stared at where he’d been, not able to believe what I had just seen.



Then Decker started to cry.
When I turned toward him, he dropped to his knees, like he was bowing 

before me.
“Hey, look. It’s okay.” I got down next to him and put my hand on his 

shoulder, shoving away the image of  Aaron vanishing into thin air. Too 
much weirdness. Too much not-realness.

I was at work. I had to keep working. I needed to take care of  crying guy 
first, then—no way Aaron vanished. He had to be in that room somewhere.

“Mr. Decker, come with me to the switchboard, and we’ll figure out 
where you belong.”

He kept his head bowed like he was terrified to look at me.
“Mr. Decker—”
“Do you know who he was?” He looked up so suddenly I almost fell 

backward, but I held it together, at least until he asked, “Do you know who 
you are?”

That question struck me like a fist to the chin, and I sank back, staring 
at him, taking in his perfect skin and his powerful build and his now-clean 
clothes. not jeans. overalls. Pressed. Maybe even new. His shirt was clean.

He looked familiar.
no . . .
“Do you know what you can do?” he whispered, keeping his eyes fixed 

on mine—eyes I had seen earlier this evening, gazing up at me from a pic-
ture in the palm of  my hand.

I was talking to the man in Miss Sally’s photograph.



A  n o t e  f r o m  c .  j .  o m o l o l u

the seeds for Transcendence were planted during one of  the most difficult 
funerals I’ve ever attended.  A friend’s son had died suddenly, and seeing his 
classmates and his soccer team in their jerseys filing into the overcrowded 
church made me unbearably sad and overwhelmingly angry. How could 
this smart, handsome, kind, athletic, loving fourteen-year-old boy suddenly 
be gone? I had no answers, but started thinking about possibilities—what if  
this wasn’t the end? What if  reincarnation were real?

I started outlining some ideas for a group of  people who remembered 
all of  their past lives, and began to wonder how that would affect the lives 
they were living right now. What would they do differently? Would they 
have any special skills? I read many thick books on reincarnation, including 
Donald e. carr’s The Eternal Return and edward cayce’s The Story of  Karma, 
as well as several articles on Buddhist and Hindu theory. As I came up with 
my own philosophies for the book, I pulled in the things that made sense to 
me and ignored the things that didn’t, finally settling on a unique take on the 
idea of  reincarnation. While I was fiddling with the idea, I watched a show 
on a boy who could play the piano beautifully at the age of  three, and out 
of  nowhere came the thought that perhaps prodigies were really souls who 
had been reborn, but retained some of  the memories of  the skills they had 
in their past lives, and that’s when the book truly took off  for me. Suddenly, 
it all made so much sense.

As I was drawn into the world of  the Akhet (I found some perfect names 
for things in the books among the ancient egyptian language—Akhet means 
“the place where the sun rises and sets”), I began to explore the meanings 
behind their existence. While being able to play the piano perfectly from 
birth is an amazing skill, there had to be more—and that sent me to the idea 
that Akhet come back again and again to use their knowledge and experi-
ences to help the world and to undo the negative things they may have done 
in the past. But what if  there was an Akhet who didn’t have good intentions? 
I decided that was also possible, and such a person could be very danger-
ous, especially if  they felt my main character had wronged them in some 
way in a past life. 

As I got to know the characters, I had a very clear vision of  cole as a 
cello prodigy and what she was like, although Griffon changed a bit over 
time, getting a little more serious and worldly as we went. While I was 
writing, I borrowed the name of  my friend’s son as a placeholder, thinking 



I would change it later, but when I was about fifty pages into the first draft, 
I realized that I thought of  him as Griffon and wasn’t sure I was going to be 
able to alter that. I sent an e-mail to my friend (I didn’t call because I wanted 
her to be able to think about it), telling her what the book was going to be 
about and that, while the Griffon in my book bore no physical resemblance 
to her son, he inspired me to write it—and asked how she felt about me 
using his name. to my relief, she was very generous and enthusiastic, saying 
it made her sad that she never got to see his name in print anymore. the 
day we sold the book, I drove to her office to tell her in person, and we both 
burst into tears.  

I’m often asked if  I believe in reincarnation, and the answer is that I just 
don’t know. I catch myself  thinking about it as if  it were true—about what 
I’d do the next time around if  I could carry with me everything I learned 
this time, and it’s an exciting thought. the best part about writing a book on 
reincarnation is that nobody can definitively tell you that you’re wrong. And 
writing itself  is like reincarnation in a way—you get to infuse your charac-
ters with the knowledge and experiences that you didn’t have at their age, 
even if  they don’t always listen to you. 

I’d like to think that some reincarnation theories are true, that the 
essence of  the real Griffon will be able to come back and finish what he 
started in this lifetime. Which is why the dedication to Transcendence reads: 

for Griffon. this time was much too short. 

—c. j. omololu



It’s happening again.

The tingling at the back of my neck, the disconnect I feel 

from everything around me, the tiny beads of cold sweat on my 

forehead— as soon as I recognize the symptoms, I know I’m in 

trouble. I look down at my feet as I follow Kat from the Tower Hill 

tube station into the bright sunlight, trying to focus on my shoes 

as they keep time along the immaculate sidewalk. Except they don’t 

feel like a part of me anymore. They seem far away, like they’re 

someone  else’s size- six blue plaid Vans.

I pull the headphones from my ears, the soaring Massenet 

symphony becoming a distant squawk as my heart pounds and 

every hair stands on end. Shaking my head, I try to stop the inevi-

table, to pull myself back from wherever I’m going this time. I can 

struggle for control all I want, but I still feel myself slipping away. 

One
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I barely have time to catch my breath as the waves of images 

and emotions crash over me, engulfi ng and then obliterating every-

thing  else.

Crowds of people press in so close their warm, sour breath 

mingles with my own— individual faces frozen ugly with anger, 

hungry for blood. I cower and try to turn back, but my arms are 

held fi rm at the elbows and I am swept along, my beautiful new 

silk slippers barely grazing the dank, muddy ground. Even though 

I can no longer see the hill, I can smell the smoke from the fi res 

and hear the pleas to God from the condemned, the metallic tang 

of blood infusing the very air around us. My eyes dart back and 

forth, trying desperately to fi nd Connor in the crowd of prisoners 

as the panic mounts, but I am being dragged toward the water, 

away from the hill where I’d seen him last—

“Hey!” My sister snaps her fi ngers in front of my face, pulling 

me back into reality. “Cole!”

I blink hard trying to focus on her, tearing my thoughts away 

from what I’ve just seen and felt. The sharp smell of the smoke 

still seems to saturate the air, and I try hard to convince myself 

that I’m back. I’m not wearing a long velvet dress and delicate 

slippers, but my usual jeans and slightly scuffed shoes. Everything 

is normal. And I’m not losing my mind.

“What?” I say, trying to put just enough annoyance in my 

voice to cover my racing thoughts. I have to get a grip on these 

dreams or hallucinations or what ever they are. My stomach is 

heaving and I feel like throwing up, as if getting rid of what ever 

bad things are inside of me will stop the visions from coming.

“I’m starting to think that you fi nd my company less than 
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stimulating,” Kat says, her perfectly manicured thumbs fl ying over 

the keypad on her phone.

I pull out my water bottle and take a swig, trying not to call 

attention to the fact that my hands are shaking. Kat hasn’t noticed 

anything wrong so far, but bursting into tears or throwing up into 

the nearest trash can is bound to get her attention. As hard as I try 

to come up with a logical reason for what’s happening, I know 

deep down it’s getting worse. The minute we landed in London, 

little things began to feel freakishly familiar— almost like coming 

home to a place I’ve never been before. Doing random tourist stuff 

in the city, we’ll pass an old  house, a shop window, or even just a 

small, cobblestoned street, and I’ll have a déjà vu so strong that 

it makes me stop and stare, searching for a missing memory to 

go with the unexplained emotions. Now the brown walls of the 

Tower of London loom across the street, but no one  else on 

the  crowded sidewalk seems to feel the overwhelming sense of 

frenzy and desperation that hangs in the air around us. Probably 

because everyone  else  here is sane.

I take another drink, the warm, metallic- tasting water not 

helping all that much. “Sorry. Just distracted,” I manage, the feel-

ings of loss and longing fi nally falling away like sheets of water 

after a heavy rain. I shut the music off, the sounds of the symphony 

replaced by the hum of tires on the busy street. I reach for an 

excuse that sounds fake even to my desperate ears. “The concert 

and everything. It’s not that far away.”

“Can you lay off the child prodigy bit for once?” Kat snaps. 

“We’re on vacation, remember?”

“Maybe you’re on vacation,” I say, knowing even as I say it 
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that I’m going to piss her off, but my thoughts are too scattered 

to do more than repeat all of the things I’ve said so many times 

before. “But people are counting on me. Practice isn’t optional.”

Trying to slow my breathing and convince both of us that 

everything’s fi ne, I open my dog- eared guidebook. Just seeing the 

maps and photos of famous landmarks has a calming effect as I 

try to shake off what’s left of the weird feelings.

I glance around at the other people on the street and try as 

hard as I can to relax. I tell myself that nobody’s staring at me. I’m 

just another slightly disoriented tourist with a guidebook and a 

backpack. I feel as invisible as I always do when I’m not up on 

stage with a cello in my hands. What ever happened, it’s gone now. 

I look down at the part of the page I’d highlighted last night. “So 

according to the book, we follow this road around the corner to 

get to the entrance.”

Kat shoves her phone in her bag. “Where is it?” she asks, look-

ing up and noticing her surroundings for the fi rst time. “I don’t see 

a tower.”

“It’s right over there,” I say, pointing across the street.

“That’s it?” she asks, not even trying to hide her disappoint-

ment. “Looks like every other dusty old castle in this crazy coun-

try. I thought we  were going to see the Crown Jewels.”

Nice. As long as the Tower of London can cough up some 

impressive diamonds and rubies, I know my big sister will get over 

what ever scraps of history she has to suffer through. “It’s not like 

they keep the Crown Jewels on the fourth fl oor of Harrods,” I say.

“I know that.” Kat wrinkles her nose and looks back at the 

Tower. “I just fi gured it would be a little fancier. Like the tower in 
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‘Rapunzel’ or something. A little gold leaf would do a world of 

good.”

“It’s just called the Tower of London,” I say, pointing to the 

book. Sometimes I wonder how she managed to get all the way to 

se nior year, although I know Kat’s not stupid. Just easily distracted. 

“According to this, it’s really a castle and a prison, with buildings 

that date back hundreds of years.”

“Did the book happen to say why we want to deal with all 

of  this history when we can be out shopping?” she asks, glaring 

across the street.

“Because it’s famous, and no trip to London is complete without 

seeing the Tower,” I say. “And because Dad already bought us the 

tickets, and they aren’t cheap.” And because part of me feels drawn 

 here, like I need to touch the worn stone walls and feel the cobble-

stones underneath my feet. Walk the same paths that the kings and 

queens of En gland did centuries ago. Back home in San Francisco, 

anything before 1970 is considered historical; the thought of stand-

ing in a room almost a thousand years old takes my breath away. 

But I  can’t explain any of this to her, because I don’t understand the 

attraction myself. And she’ll think it’s stupid.

“Dad’s too busy working to have a clue what we do on this 

vacation,” Kat complains. “He’ll never know.” She pulls her jacket 

tighter against the cold April wind. “Not like he could have a busi-

ness trip in Hawaii or Cancún or someplace people might actu-

ally want to go for spring break.”

I don’t have to say that, for me, spring break in London is way 

ahead of some hot, sweaty beach full of perfectly tanned people 

using as little energy as possible fl ipping from front to back on 
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their striped beach towels. I don’t have to say it because Kat already 

knows.

“What’s going on over there?” Kat asks. “Another site where 

somebody famous got hacked to death or hit by a bus?” A group 

of people are staring down at a bronzed plaque a few feet off the 

sidewalk, and I check the book to see if it can tell us what is so 

fascinating.

“Close. Most of the executions at the Tower of London actu-

ally took place right over there,” I read, pointing to the small square 

outlined in tiny cement markers just off the sidewalk. “Many inno-

cent people  were beheaded  here, to the cheers of thousands,” I con-

tinue reading. My mind fl ashes back to the scene in the vision and 

I shiver involuntarily.

“Thank you, geek’s-guide- to- London.” Kat looks at the cars 

speeding up the street and the tourists casually walking on the 

sidewalk. “Must have looked a lot different back then.”

I gaze over the cars, across the grass fi eld at the imposing 

walls and tall stone buildings that have been there for centuries. 

This must have been the last thing a lot of the prisoners saw as 

they knelt, waiting for the blow that would seal their fate. For a 

second I can almost hear the loud cries of desperate men echoing 

off the walls. “Not so different,” I say quietly as we cross the street.

“So if  we’re going to do this,” Kat says after we pick up the 

tickets, “let’s go straight to the Crown Jewels. If I  can’t shop for 

jewels, at least I can look at them.” She looks down to admire the 

insanely expensive new heels she bought just the day before. “Too 

bad there’s not a shoe store in there.” She glances at me. “There 

isn’t, is there?”
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“No,” I say fi rmly. “There isn’t.”

I’m suddenly ner vous as I look up at the square turret that 

tops the nearest tower. It  doesn’t take a  whole lot of imagination to 

picture the guards in their heavy armor pacing up there, weapons 

trained on the murky water below. I look around for any signs the 

vision is coming back, but all I see is Kat’s seething impatience with 

this  whole thing. I fl ip the book open to the page I’ve marked 

with my fi nger. “It says that we should take a tour fi rst and then 

go off on our own. Besides, it comes with the tickets.”

“Oh, come on, Cole,” Kat says, putting her hands on her hips. 

“Can’t you just dump that stupid book for one minute and do 

something spontaneous? This  whole vacation has been nothing 

but ‘what the book says.’ It’s like that thing has become your bible. 

You’re sixteen, not sixty.”

“I didn’t hear you complaining when it helped us get to Harrods, 

the mecca of shopping experiences,” I say, irritated that we have to 

have this discussion again. “Or when it found that awesome Indian 

restaurant by the theaters.”

“Give me that.” Kat grabs the guidebook and turns the page. 

“There’s a  whole section on ghost tours in London; maybe we’ll 

get lucky and see a ghost. That would at least keep this  whole day 

from being a total waste.”

I grab the book back. I don’t believe in ghosts. Or vampires. 

Or visions of people being killed up on a smoky hill outside of the 

Tower of London. “There’s no such thing as ghosts.”

“So now you’re the expert? Your precious guidebook says there 

are ghosts. Maybe we should bail on this  whole Tower thing and 

do a ghost walk. Now that might be cool.”
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“Those ghost tours are just a scam.” I was having enough 

trouble with weird visions coming to me. The last thing I wanted 

was to go looking for them.

“Why  can’t you even let yourself believe for one minute that 

there are things out there that you don’t understand?” she asks. 

“Sometimes you have to forget about logic and go with your gut, 

and my gut says that this place has to be crawling with ghosts. 

Besides, it’s printed right there, so someone must have checked 

it out.”

I honestly don’t have an answer for that, so I start toward the 

entrance, knowing she’ll follow me. Kat  can’t stand being alone 

even for a minute.

Walking through the arch of the outside wall, I pause, trailing 

my fi ngers over the rough stone. The old Tudor buildings, the grass, 

the castle in the middle of the green— as I look from place to place 

in the compound, I feel a chill that has nothing to do with the 

wind that whips our faces.

“That tour is just about to start.” I nod toward a red- uniformed 

guard standing on a small cement block. “Come on. We’ll do 

the Jewels after.”

Kat’s shoulders fall, but she follows me over to the edge of the 

stone wall where people are gathering.

“Good morning, ladies and gentlemen, and welcome to the 

Tower of London.” The guard is met with quiet muttering from 

the crowd, so he tries again, a little louder. “Good morning, ladies 

and gentlemen.” He cups his ear and leans toward us so that we 

have no choice but to shout “good morning” like  we’re back in fi fth 

grade. I sigh. I never like tours or classes where enthusiastic par-

ticipation is required.
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Kat nudges me. “He’s kind of cute,” she says, grinning.

I look back at the guard, with his largish nose and funny black 

hat. The wind has given his rough cheeks a pink glow, and he needs 

a shave. He has to be at least forty, which is old even for her. “Seri-

ously? You just like his uniform. And his accent.” Kat has fallen in 

love with a British accent attached to a questionable guy at least 

twice every day since we got  here.

“It is my plea sure to be your guide today, and I hope that you 

will enjoy some of the nine hundred years of history that have 

taken place within these very walls.” I look past him to the tall 

glass and steel buildings on the other side of the river. The mod-

ern structures seem to diminish the historical effect, reminding 

us that even  here, all that is left of the past is made of stone and 

wood. The people who have experienced it are all long gone.

After blazing through several hundred years of history in 

under a minute, the guard directs our attention to Tower Hill, over 

by the tube station where we’d been just a few minutes before. 

“Imagine thousands of people standing and cheering as the 

poor— often innocent— soul gave his last address to the masses.” I 

nudge Kat and point to the book. She glances at me out of the cor-

ner of her eye, but pretends to be absorbed in what he’s saying.

“And when the prisoner was done speaking, he was obliged 

to tip the executioner a small fee in the hope that the deed would 

be done swiftly and with a painless chop of the axe. That, 

of  course, has given rise to what we now know”— he pauses 

dramatically—“as severance pay.” He waits for a response from 

the group, only to be greeted with a few quiet chuckles. He 

grins. “And that was my best line.”

Kat laughs out loud, and he smiles at her. “After the prisoner 
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had put his neck on the block, the axe would come down, and with 

a great crunching of bone and gushing of blood the deed would be 

done.” He brings his arm down like an axe chopping off a poor guy’s 

head while the crowd giggles ner vous ly. “Grabbing hold of that 

severed head, the executioner would raise it high for all to see and 

declare, ‘Behold the head of a traitor.’ ” Everyone in the group winces, 

and there are a few groans of disgust as he continues. “It’s a pity that 

most of those beheaded  were guilty of no other crime than displeas-

ing the king or queen of the time.” He pauses, and then motions with 

his arm. “Right. Follow me, then.”

We walk over cobblestones worn smooth from centuries of 

footsteps until the guard stops in front of a few stone steps that 

lead down to a big iron gate. “Behind me, please admire the Trai-

tors’ Gate. Through this passage into the Tower of London came 

many of the poor men and women who  were imprisoned between 

these walls, never to leave again. Both Anne Boleyn and Thomas 

Cromwell trod up these very steps to await their deaths.”

As he speaks and gestures to the stairs, it suddenly feels like 

I’m watching from far away; his words grow tinny and faint. I 

blink to try to pull everything back, but an image pushes itself 

forward until the guard and the crowd fade away.

Shouts echo against stone and water laps against wood as 

the narrow boat maneuvers through the gate. Hands reach out to 

escort us up the slippery stairs, made more dangerous by the dark-

ness that is broken only by torches fl ickering on the walls. I can 

smell the fear and panic in the air as we are hurried up the steps 

and through the tall, stone walls of the Tower.

“The water,” I say without thinking.
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 T r a n s c e n d e n c e  · · 11

Kat glares, while the guard turns his attention to me. “I’m 

sorry, miss?”

My heart is still racing and my palms are wet as I look around 

at the eager faces of the tour group. I so didn’t mean to say that 

out loud. “Um, I was just saying that there was water  here. People 

came through this gate in a boat.”

“Give the young lady a prize for knowing her history,” the 

guard says as he leans back and points to me. “I was about to say 

that this was originally called the Water Gate, as the moat that 

once surrounded the Tower provided for boats to enter the grounds 

at this very spot. Most of your prisoners did indeed arrive by boat.”

“Guess your book came in handy for something,” Kat whis-

pers to me as the guard moves on to another building and we fol-

low. “Way to impress the tour guide.”

I nod quickly and then glance down at the book. I’ve been 

through the section on the Tower of London enough times to know 

that it never talks about the Water Gate.

“You okay?” Kat asks, her eyes intent on my face. “You look 

funny.”

I run my hand over my forehead and squeeze my eyes closed. 

“Yeah. I’m fi ne,” I say quickly. I feel panicky and a little sick to 

my stomach, but I don’t want to go back to the hotel. I have to prove 

to myself that this is nothing. That the fact that what I saw in the 

vision is actually the truth  doesn’t mean that I’m seeing ghosts— 

although a more rational explanation is escaping me at the moment. 

“Come on, they’re leaving us behind.”

We stand in front of the White Tower as the guard talks about 

the kings and queens who lived there over the years. As we listen, 
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it’s easy to imagine people from hundreds of years ago crossing 

this same courtyard and peering out these same windows, a fact 

that I’m a little less enthusiastic about than I was just a few min-

utes ago. I want to get through the rest of this tour seeing old men 

wearing black socks and sandals with big, bulky cameras hang-

ing around their necks, not anyone dressed in velvet hats and 

fl owing gowns.

Perched on his little cement post, the guard is really revving 

up now, gesturing at each building as he describes its purpose, 

and I try hard to concentrate on what he’s saying. “Now that you’ve 

seen where some of En gland’s kings and queens lived, follow 

me and I’ll show you where some of them actually died.”

We follow him to a grassy area with a low iron fence. He stands 

on a small platform and waits for us to quiet down. “Let me draw 

your attention to that circular memorial,” he says, pointing to 

what looks like a mirrored coffee table with a glass pillow on top. 

“That memorial is placed where the scaffold for the executions of 

noblemen and women was constructed. Only ten men and women 

 were executed within the walls of the Tower itself. Who they 

 were and why they died I’ll explain to you once  we’re inside the 

Chapel Royal.”

Kat nudges me as everyone  else follows the guide inside the 

entrance to the Chapel. “I’m bored. You ready to be done yet?”

I watch the rest of the tour group fi le into the stone church. 

Swallowing hard, I nod my head, feeling a little too fragile to hear 

gruesome stories of the beheadings that took place on this very 

spot. I have to get a grip on myself, or the rest of this vacation is 

going to be ruined.
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We slip away from the back of the crowd as Kat checks the 

map we’d been handed along with our tickets. “On to the Jewels,” 

she says. I follow her past the glass memorial that looks weirdly 

modern and out of place among the old buildings and green lawns. 

People actually died right on the spot where I’m standing, and if 

there are wayward spirits anywhere in the Tower, they should 

be  here. I don’t feel any of the things I felt outside the tube 

 station— no unexplained emotions, no overwhelming feelings of 

fear, no graphic images replaying in my head. As an experiment, 

I put my hand out to touch the metal railing surrounding the 

memorial, close my eyes, and feel . . .  nothing. I open them again 

and look around, relieved.

“The line for the Crown Jewels still looks pretty long,” I say, 

pointing to the snaking rows of people waiting to get into the stone 

building. I check the time on my phone. “It’s going to be lunchtime 

soon— maybe we can sneak in when everyone  else takes their kids 

to the café.”

Kat eyes the line and reluctantly agrees with me. “Let’s fi gure 

out which is the least boring building.” She reads from the map 

and points to the big castle in the middle. “That’s the White Tower. 

It’s where the weapons and armor and stuff is.” She rolls her eyes, 

and I can tell that we won’t be spending a lot of time there.

I tap the map on the spot where  we’re standing. “Let’s start 

with Beauchamp Tower. It’s right  here, and there’s supposed to be 

some graffi ti written on the walls by the prisoners as they  were 

waiting to be executed.”

Centuries- old tagging seems to appeal to her, so we walk up 

the stairs and into a large stone room with arched doorways and 
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tiny windows set into the thick walls. I stop by one of the window 

ledges and peek out through the narrow opening to the paths and 

grass below, feeling my heart pound like it always does whenever 

I’m more than a few feet off the ground. I step back from the win-

dow and imagine sitting in this very spot, watching life pass by 

below, knowing that my time left on earth is almost over. It smells 

musty in the low- ceilinged room, as if centuries of desperation 

have worked their way into the walls.

Kat peers at the designs that are  etched into almost every 

stone surface. “I wonder what they used to carve them? You think 

the king was stupid enough to give them knives and let them go 

at it?”

“I doubt it. See if it says on the display board over there.” I 

walk slowly around the edges of the room, gazing at the carvings 

that  were done by doomed men so long ago. Some are really 

elaborate, with images of lions and pleas to God for mercy. Others 

are just names and dates chiseled roughly into the walls. I end up 

standing in front of one carving, a simple square fi lled with words 

I don’t recognize. I place my hand over the clear Plexiglas that 

protects all of the carvings and feel a subtle energy fl owing from 

the solid stone. There are feelings of fear and loneliness, but over-

riding it all is a sense of peace. There’s a tug of connection, and I 

long to put my skin on the bare stone, to touch the lines that have 

been carved by another hand centuries before: For eternity. 1538.

Kat leans over my shoulder, and I jerk my hand away. I feel 

guilty, but I have no idea why. “What’s that one?” She looks closer. 

“Ad vitam aeternam? What is that, Latin? At least I can read the 

date— 1538. But it  doesn’t say who did it or anything.”
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“Um, I don’t know,” I say, my voice shaky. Ad vitam aeternam— 

For eternity. I’ve only seen Latin in a few musical scores, but I know, 

deep in my heart, that this is what the carving says, as plainly as if 

it had been written in En glish. For eternity. The words echo through 

my  whole body.

“There sure are a lot of carvings in  here,” Kat says, looking 

back at the map. “It says that there’s a carving done by Lady Jane 

Grey’s husband just before they  were both beheaded. That is so 

romantic. Let’s fi nd that one.”

Kat wanders off in search of her tragic graffi ti and I follow 

her, glancing back at the small, square carving on the wall. It’s one 

of the least elaborate carvings  here— no names, no fancy draw-

ings, just a few mysterious words and a date.

Somehow, it feels like the most important one in the place.
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E t E r n a l  r E d E m p t i o n

Chapter One of  Transcendence, Retold from Griffon’s Point of  View

Glass crunches under my boots as we survey the damage on the research 
floor. i look up at the glass walls of  the conference room, one of  the panels 
now with a human-size hole in it. How they got in isn’t a mystery—we need 
to find out why. “You haven’t touched anything?”
 “no,” Christophe answers. “We knew you were just over in london, so 
we left everything like we found it until you could get here. tetsuro came 
in last night and found it like this. the security lines were cut so no alarm 
sounded. We shut everything down immediately.”
 “What about the cameras?” i glance around at the tiny cameras mount-
ed to the ceiling at a strategic distance, surveying the entire lab. We put 
them there for an incident just like this, assigned our best espionage peo-
ple the task of  keeping our facilities safe. apparently that was money well 
spent.
 “disabled. they managed to intercept the digital feed,” he says. “First 
thing.” 
 my heart sinks. anyone who can disable our security and monitoring 
systems is no amateur. “and the guard?”
 Christophe glances at the door. “Gone. We think he may have been in 
on it. or at least paid to look the other way.”
 “that’s what we get for not hiring akhet,” Giselle says from the top of  
the stairs, her voice loud in the strangely silent room. “Bloody Khem are too 
easily bought and sold.” She walks carefully down the stairs, her high-heeled 
boots making a tapping sound on each step, and joins us on the research 
floor. “So good to see you again, lorenzo,” she says, giving me a kiss on 
both cheeks, her long black hair brushing my neck as she moves.
 i give her a look. She always uses the name i had when we first met 
back in the fifteenth century, and honestly, it’s getting a little old. “it’s Grif-
fon this time. You know that.”
 She waves the words away. “Griffon. Why do you want to take the name 
of  a horrible gargoyle? lorenzo suits you so much better.” She looks me up 
and down, her eyes as honest as always. “although i must say this lifetime 
is doing you other favors.”
 i smile at her because really, it’s impossible not to. We’ve known each 



other so long, through so many incarnations, that i’m as used to hearing her 
opinions as she is at giving them.
 Christophe clears his throat and Giselle glares at him before turning 
back to me. “right. Back to the matter at hand. Seems as though we’ve suf-
fered a little setback.”
 it’s eerily quiet in the entire building, the only sounds the echoing of  our 
footsteps on the debris-strewn concrete floor. i look around at the wreckage 
of  the lab. “nothing was taken?”
 Christophe shrugs. “nothing we can’t replace. We haven’t looked 
through much, but they didn’t get to the offices, just down here.”
 “Very strange.” Walking through the space, i picture everything as it 
was the last time i was here at the research facility, looking on the ground 
for the parts that should be on the machines. Even though i can’t be on site 
full-time, i’ve been checking on their progress from home. the scientists 
we’d put into place here had just figured out how to extend the range of  
the batteries for new electric cars by almost double. this facility is a critical 
component to the entire climate change reversal plan—once we’re able to 
mass produce the clean fuel cells to power the cities, cars with this technol-
ogy make so much more sense. no pollution created in generating the elec-
tricity or running the electric cars. But only if  they have a battery life longer 
than a trip to the grocery store. i bend down and pick up part of  a dial, the 
glass face indented in a spiderweb pattern, and see that it’s from a gauge at 
the far end of  the room. “looks like someone took batting practice in here.”
 “We don’t think they came to steal our ideas,” Christophe says, glanc-
ing at Giselle. “aside from manipulating the security feed, whoever did this 
didn’t even try to access the office or hack into the computer systems.”
 “Just destroy the equipment. Force us into a delay,” i finish for him, 
shaking my head. i look around at the damage. “But why? Why go to all this 
trouble to slip in without being seen and then take out their aggressions on 
the mechanicals? Sure, it’s going to set us back a few months, but we have 
the schematics. We can always rebuild. Hell, it’s a good opportunity to make 
it better.” i stop. “Where’s the old man? i thought he was supposed to be 
here.”
 “Stephan was working late the other night and then left for meetings 
in Singapore,” Christophe says. “We haven’t been able to reach him so far. 
that’s why we called you.” 
 “So he doesn’t even know?” Stephan’s going to be pissed. the old man 
and i have collaborated in one way or another for hundreds of  years, and 
i know what he’s like when he feels betrayed. We worked together on the 
original combustion engines back in paris in the 1850s, and as much as i’m 



able to contribute, he’s been the real brains behind the technology since the 
beginning. Stephan’s the one that pulled me back into the research in this 
lifetime—things have gotten so bad that none of  us can deny the impact 
that our work in the past has had on the world. For the last several lifetimes, 
we’ve been happy about the advances that humankind has made using the 
things that we invented, the travel that used to be impossible, the ability to 
make the world a smaller place—it had been a nice, satisfying feeling. But 
things are different now. oceans are rising, glaciers are shrinking, drought 
and floods are afflicting the world in record numbers. and it’s all our fault. 
For all of  the good our inventions have brought over the past few centuries, 
if  we aren’t able to alter the course of  climate change in this lifetime—in the 
next few years—it will be disastrous. 
 Christophe smiles. “We were hoping you could break it to him.” He’s 
only been Sekhem for the past couple of  lifetimes, but he already knows 
enough to avoid bringing the old man bad news. 
 “thanks.” i scan the room and sigh. Even though it won’t be cheap 
to put this place back the way it was, the real cost is the time we’ll lose. 
it feels like we had so little time already; even the smallest setback could 
have major implications. We should have seen this coming decades ago, 
and maybe we did. But it took until now for the Sekhem to take responsibil-
ity and implement ways to reverse the damage. i’d petitioned for this elite 
group of  akhet to shift their focus to pollution and its consequences back 
in the late 1960s, but that lifetime had been too short to complete my work. 
now i have another chance to change things for good, and wasting precious 
time rebuilding what we already had is frustrating. “i’ll go over the blue-
prints again and set things in motion before i go back. You can take over 
from there.”
 “When are you going back to the States?” Giselle asks, the tone of  her 
voice telling me it’s more than a casual question.
 i look away, avoiding her eyes. things between us got so complicated 
last time, i’m not in a hurry to weave myself  into this entanglement again, 
especially when we’re not even living on the same continent. damn her for 
coming back in a body that’s strong and seductive in just the right ways. 
How does she always get so lucky? “a week. i might be able to drag it out a 
few days longer. i’m on spring break right now.”
 “Spring break?” Giselle rolls the words over in her mouth, both hands 
on her hips. “How cute.”
 i hate her condescension. Some things never change. “Just because 
you got a ten year head start on me this time—”
 “You know as well as i do that physical age is irrelevant,” she interrupts. 



“Why bother going back at all? We need you here. Just stay, and forget this 
school nonsense.” Giselle steps closer to me, so close i can feel the heat 
from her body and smell the faint scent of  lilies that she always carries. 
“there’s nothing those people can teach you.”
 i turn the broken glass over in my hand. it’s tempting, and not the first 
time i’ve thought about staying. about abandoning school and leaving 
home for good. But i have to keep thinking about the long term, about what 
i’ve promised myself  all these years. “You guys can handle it just fine, plus, 
you know i’m available to help any time from the States.” i hesitate, thinking 
about my words, trying to put my feelings in a way she might understand. 
“i’ve cut things short the past several lifetimes. i don’t know why, but i want 
to finish this time. i want to enjoy being a teenager, graduate from high 
school.” i smile at her. “i’m even on the baseball team.”
 Giselle’s eyes narrow and i can see we’re still miles apart. “How sweet.”
 i shake my head. She always makes me second-guess my decisions, 
makes my long-held beliefs seem like selfish, fairy-tale nonsense. i can feel 
my resolve weakening. “i don’t know.” i sigh, looking at the devastation 
all around us. perhaps this is a sign after all, work is the only reason i’m 
here in this lifetime. i should stop messing around and just commit already. 
“maybe i will come back early. let me see how the summer goes and i’ll 
let you know.” i pull my phone out and look at the blank display. if  Stephan 
found out about this, he’d be in touch right away. no news from him at all is 
definitely odd. “When was the last time you tried to reach the old man?”
 Christophe glances at his phone. “i called about two hours ago. no 
answer, so i left another message.”
 “let me give it a try.” i press the buttons and hold the phone to my ear. 
as it’s ringing on the other end, i feel a faint buzzing in the building. i pull 
the phone away, and press it to my shirt. it’s almost like i feel the buzzing 
rather than hear it, and it has nothing to do with the vibrations that signal 
when another akhet is nearby. Christophe and Giselle are staring at me, 
exchanging worried glances. “did you guys hear that?” i ask. “the buzz-
ing?”
 they both shake their heads. “i heard your phone ringing,” Christophe 
offers.
 “no. it wasn’t that.” i hang up and dial again, holding my hand up to 
cover the speaker. again, i feel an unmistakable buzzing sound. i tilt my 
head, trying to pinpoint its source. Without the machines running, every 
sound seems to echo off  the concrete floor. “Something’s definitely buzz-
ing.” i walk slowly toward the bank of  low cabinets on the back wall where 
the sound is stronger. 



 one of  the tables has been overturned against the wall and the floor 
here is covered in machinery parts. i pick my way as carefully as i can, a 
bad feeling settling in my chest. i lift one corner of  the table to move it out 
of  the way and spot a pool of  dark-red, sticky liquid. “damn.” i look back at 
Christophe and Giselle, who puts a hand near her hip, and i know right away 
there’s a gun under her jacket. 
 Giselle points to one of  the cabinet doors that’s hanging slightly open, 
and we all see it at the same time—a small, perfect bullet hole in the upper-
right corner. i hear the buzzing from that direction and my heart sinks—
the old man always keeps his phone on vibrate. i scramble over the debris 
despite Christophe’s shouts of  alarm behind me, praying every second that 
i’m not going to see what i already know is there. 
 Yanking the cabinet open, i see the old man leaning against the side 
panel. His eyes are open and i feel a moment of  relief, until i realize he’s not 
looking at me but at something in the far distance, the colored parts of  his 
eyes already glazed milky white. there’s a perfectly round black hole just 
above his temple, but the blood on his shirt has dried to a hard crust. my 
heart pounds. this can’t be happening—not this time. i reach for him, just 
as Giselle pulls me back.
 “don’t!” Her whisper is soft but insistent. “Stephan’s already gone. 
there’s nothing you can do for him now.”
 She puts both hands on my face and pulls my gaze away from his unsee-
ing eyes. “We’ll meet him again. maybe in this century. maybe the next. But 
we’ll see his essence again soon.”
 i look beyond Giselle, to the horror on Christophe’s face and the 
destruction of  the room, the tears that i’m forbidding to come already blur-
ring my vision. the old man is gone, taking with him all of  his knowledge 
and experience. We’re a team, the two of  us, always have been, even though 
it took lifetimes for our essences to be in sync again. and now it’s over.
 “We can’t wait that long,” i finally manage. “none of  us can.” 

* * *

“You want to come down and work with me today?” dad asks, setting the 
plate of  eggs and toast on the table in front of  me. “i’m sure you could give 
the tower tours on your own by now.”
 “no thanks,” i say, turning away from the laptop to take a bite, even 
though the eggs taste like powder to me. i’ve been working around the clock 
since the incident at the lab trying to get the research facility up and run-
ning, and these last days with dad in london are just what i need to unwind 



before i go back to mom’s. if  only i could remember how to relax—i’ve 
never felt this tense or this conflicted. tetsuro, Christophe, and Giselle are 
perfectly capable of  bringing the old man’s ideas to reality, and it’s not like 
i’m disappearing forever—they can always get ahold of  me, day or night. 
another year and i’ll be there full-time. So why do i feel so guilty going back 
to my own life now? “owen’s coming by to hang out. i haven’t been able to 
see him much this trip.”
 dad looks at me with a sad smile on his face. “i’m sorry things turned 
out the way they did. it’s not your fault though. nothing you could have 
done to prevent it. You know that.”
 “i know.” i run my hand through my hair and look out the wavy glass 
window to the courtyard below. Except for the tourists, it’s a scene that’s 
changed very little over the past five hundred years. that thought is com-
forting and unsettling all at the same time. 
 We had quietly sent the old man’s body back to his family so that they 
could say a final good-bye. the family that had no idea that their father/
brother/uncle was ahket and got himself  killed doing research designed to 
save us all. i never attend funerals anymore if  i can help it, especially funer-
als for other akhet. i know from experience that the dead person doesn’t 
care either way—the essence has long ago departed, and might even be 
busy being reborn at the very moment that the old body is being put into 
the ground. i don’t fear death—i just hate breaking connections that might 
take several more lifetimes to reestablish. in most cases, it’s more impa-
tience than sorrow. the past few lifetimes, i’ve hated being a child again, 
having to go through all of  those milestones one more time. i just want to 
grow up and get on with it. Which is why i’m trying so hard this time to slow 
down and not rush into all the responsibility that will come officially when i 
turn eighteen. For all the good that effort’s doing me now. 
 “any leads on who might have done it?”
 “not much,” i say. “neither the Swiss police or the Sekhem have turned 
up much.”
 “the Sekhem,” he says. “they got involved quickly.” 
 “Stephan was one of  the most ancient members,” i say. “they’re bound 
to take it personally when one of  their own is cut down.” as we talk, i realize 
that dad is one of  the only Khem in the world who could have this conver-
sation with me, and it’s a relief  not to have to hide everything i am. i thank 
God that mom told him all about being akhet before they got divorced 
and that he believed her rather than have her committed. most ordinary 
humans have no idea that any of  us exist, much less about the societies and 
infrastructure that have built up invisibly around them. We’re everywhere—



some more obvious than others with the work they’re doing for the world, 
but akhet leave their mark on more things than most Khem can even dream 
of. Hiding my abilities, my knowledge, my experience can get exhausting. i 
can only truly relax at home or around other akhet. 
 “Have they figured out why that research facility, out of  all of  the others 
in the world, was targeted?” i can hear the concern in his voice and wish i 
could tell him something that was more reassuring. i remember what it feels 
like to be a parent, the vulnerability when you can’t control what happens to 
the ones you love most. and the ache that never diminishes when the worst 
thing imaginable actually happens. i think back to when smallpox swept 
through what would become america. i’d been akhet for over a hundred 
years by then, had lifetimes of  knowledge, yet was completely devastated 
holding my son in my arms as he took his last breath. You know in your 
head that it’s not forever, that someday hopefully you’ll meet up again, but 
logic rarely helps when your own children are involved.
  i try to put a casual spin on my words, to deflect attention away from 
me and my work. “Some people think it had less to do with the research and 
more to do with the old man himself.”
 “Hmm,” dad says. “like it was directed toward him and not the lab?”
 “maybe.” i shrug, not trusting myself  to meet his eyes. “We’ve increased 
security and at least now we know what the possibilities are.” 
 i can feel dad hesitate as he stirs his eggs, his back to me so i can’t see 
his face. “is it . . . is it possible that they’ll come after you next?”
 “no,” i say, with more confidence than i actually feel. “Hardly anyone 
outside of  the immediate organization knows that i have anything do with 
the project.” i smile. “Besides, i’ll be back in the States with mom before the 
week is over. there are some advantages to being just a seventeen-year-old 
high-school kid.” i glance back at the string of  numbers scrolling by on the 
laptop. 
 “Being as you are just a seventeen-year-old high-school kid,” dad says 
in his best parental tone, sliding into a seat at the table, his own breakfast in 
front of  him. 
 He grins at me and i have to laugh because we both know that’s ridicu-
lous. Even though he’s physically older than me, he’s limited to what he’s 
experienced in just these forty-eight years. i’ve got hundreds of  years and 
dozens of  lifetimes on him—things that he’ll never know, or at least, doesn’t 
remember. luckily he’s had a long time to adapt and even though he’s only 
Khem, he’s been as trusting and supportive as any other akhet. most of  the 
time.
 “What’s all that?” he asks, looking at the laptop screen.



 “Finances,” i answer, scrolling through the entries to find the ones i 
need. “the damage at the lab is going to cost a lot of  money to fix.”
 “You’re not playing the stock market again, are you?” His tone sounds 
like he caught me sneaking a sip of  his beer. 
 i glare at him so that he knows exactly how ridiculous he sounds. “You 
know another way to make a lot of  money fast?” i grin. “another legal 
way?”
 He shakes his head. “i just hate it when you use your akhet abilities like 
that. You can do so much with your mind that playing the market feels . . . ” 
He pauses and searches for the right word. “Cheap.” 
  “You sound just like darren on Bewitched,” i say, his words echoing the 
tV show i used to watch in the lifetime before. 
 dad looks blank. “Bewitched?”
 i sigh. i tend to forget that non-akhet people in my life don’t have the 
same reference points that i do. “an old american tV show from the six-
ties. Samantha was a witch and her husband, darren, wasn’t and was always 
forbidding her to use her powers.” of  course he doesn’t remember it—he 
wasn’t even alive when it aired. plus he was born and raised here in Eng-
land. “not important.” 
 “i’d never forbid you to do it,” dad says. “i just . . . i don’t know. it seems 
degrading somehow.”
 “not like i’m some Khered, making more money than i know what to 
do with, buying mansions and boats in every city.” most Khered get sick of  
their lavish ways in a lifetime or two and come around, joining the Sekhem 
in order to put some meaning in their existence. But not all of  them. “We 
only do it to make the money we need to fund our projects. You know that.” 
 “i know,” he says, chewing thoughtfully looking at the sparse sitting 
room. “although i could use a new telly if  there is ever extra akhet money 
lying around.”
 “Yeah, right,” i say, turning to the stock page and issuing sell orders on 
some of  our more lucrative holdings. i make a mental note to go to the big 
Currys electronics store in King’s mall and get him a new flatscreen before 
i head back home. He’ll never spend that kind of  money on himself  and if  
anyone deserves it, he does. i feel guilty every time i leave, waving good-
bye as he stands by himself  at the curb, knowing that i won’t be back for 
months. imagining him settling back in the old overstuffed chair with a pint 
in front of  a new tV is the least i can do. 
 dad pulls out his antique pocketwatch, a throwback to the time when 
he only wore things that were vintage. “Showtime—i’m off,” dad says, put-
ting his dishes in the sink and grabbing his black hat from the back of  the 



door. “i’ll see you downstairs.” 
  late as usual, owen finally texts me about an hour later and i walk 
down the stone steps to the family gate to let him in. it’s still pretty early by 
tower of  london standards, and the grounds aren’t too crowded with tour-
ists yet. 
 “Hey, mate,” owen says as i let him in. We walk slowly back toward the 
green. “Where in the world did you disappear to? i came all the way up here 
to hang out last week and you were gone.” 
 “Sorry about that,” i answer, wishing i’d thought of  a good story by 
now. dad is the only Khem in my life who knows about us, meaning i’ve 
been lying to my best friend for years. “i’m thinking of  going to university in 
Switzerland next year, so i flew over to take a look around.”
 “Switzerland?” owen raises his eyebrows and i know he’s not con-
vinced. “What’s wrong with the States? or here?”
 “nothing. i was just thinking about majoring in finance. and it would be 
something different.” i look around, trying to change the subject. “there’s 
dad,” i say, pointing to the Water Gate where i can see him in his bright 
red uniform gesturing toward tower Hill, surrounded by the eager faces 
of  the tourists hanging on his every word. i might be biased, but dad gives 
the best Warder tours of  them all—his exaggerated faces and voices really 
bringing the boring history parts to life.
 owen grins. “looks like he’s gearing up for the beheading portion of  
the tour.” He’s been on the Yeoman Warder tour almost as many times as i 
have. He laughs as the small crowd around dad groans and makes disgust-
ed faces as he mimes holding up a severed head for all to see. i look away, 
the gesture all too real in my memory. it’s always seemed like some sort of  
cosmic joke that dad ended up working at the tower, after what happened 
here so many centuries ago. 
 as we walk by the White tower, i reach out and run my hand over the 
rough stones on the corner of  the building, just like i’ve done every time 
i’ve passed this spot over the last several hundred years. Unlike any of  the 
Warders walking through the grounds, i actually remember being here in 
the sixteenth century. i can almost hear my stiff-soled shoes echoing on 
the cobblestones and the bells ringing across the courtyard as they called 
for services in the chapel. For years, whenever i’d visit dad, the memories 
would be overwhelming with almost every step. as i got older, i got better 
at suppressing my memories so that now they’re nothing more than a dull 
ache of  familiarity as i make my way across the green. although i have to 
admit, i try not to spend any time at all near Beauchamp tower.   
 “You want to head up to dad’s flat, or do you want to go out?” i ask.



 “Your dad have any food up there?”
 “You know he always stocks up before i come for a visit.”
 “then that’s my choice,” owen says, and we turn and head for our 
building. 
 it’s actually a decent day for so early in the season and it’s nice to feel 
the warmth of  the sun on my back. Seems like i’ve spent this entire break in 
a cold lab or hunched over a computer. 
 “now that’s a girl i’d leave my country for,” owen says, nudging me 
in the ribs. i look over and see a hot blond girl in ridiculously high heels 
standing near one of  the guards, trying unsuccessfully to get him to pose 
for a picture. i can tell from this far away that she’s american and i’m a little 
embarrassed for my country. mom’s american half  anyway. 
 “She seems like exactly your type,” i say, turning and walking away.
 “What’s that supposed to mean?” owen asks, rooted to the spot watch-
ing her.
 “nothing.” i smile, thinking about all of  the girls he’s gone with since we 
were kids at school together. owen definitely has a “type.” “it’s just that—” 
as i turn back toward him, a shorter girl backs right into me, the camera in 
her hand crashing to the ground as i reach out and try to block her fall. as 
my hand brushes her back, i feel akhet vibrations, but they’re not like any 
i’ve felt in a long time. 
 The light has barely broken through the gray clouds in the misty morning, 
although there are already a great number of  people milling about the court-
yard. There’s a hum of  anticipation in the air but everyone is strangely silent as 
the workmen go about their somber duties. As much as I want to keep my eyes 
averted, I can’t help but glance up at the tiny window set deep into the thick walls 
of  the building just a few steps away. I hear a shout to my left and am about to 
look away, as I see a shadow move behind the distorted glass. I keep my eyes on 
the spot as a heavy velvet curtain drops between the figure and the outside world, 
and I shake my head, unsure that I actually saw anything at all.
 i inhale sharply and try to blink the memory away. it’s been forever 
since i’ve been taken over like that and i hate the loss of  control that comes 
with it. i look down to see the dark-haired girl motionless on the ground as 
the blonde runs over to see what happened. “is she okay?”
 “don’t touch her,” i say, my voice gathering strength as i speak. “She 
might have hit her head when she fell.” i’m looking around for help when 
the girl on the ground begins to move. She opens her eyes and looks right 
at me, and i feel a jolt run through my body. i recognize her now. She was 
at piccadilly last week when owen and i were photo bombing. i think her 
father even got a picture with us in the background. i should have known 



she’s akhet. 
 “damn, Cole, what happened?” the blond girl asks, a faintly accusatory 
tone in her voice. “one minute you’re taking a picture, and the next minute 
you’re flat on your ass.” 
 Cole. it’s an unusual name, but it suits her somehow. She shakes her 
head and i see a flash of  fear in her eyes. 
 i look around to see if  there’s a loose stone that made her trip. the 
charity that runs the tower is always worried about lawsuits. “don’t get 
up too fast,” i tell her, reaching down to help her. as soon as we touch, i 
know everything i need to know about this dark-haired girl, and i can feel 
my heart pounding in my chest. my thoughts come racing over each other 
and i can’t believe she came back here, not after so much time. She stares 
at me and i know she recognizes me too, has no doubt about where and 
how we last met so many years ago. i’ve waited for this moment for centu-
ries—knowing that it was inevitable, but at the same time thinking that it 
was impossible. 
 “What are you doing here?” i whisper so the others can’t hear. i don’t 
get a sense of  akhet vibrations from the other girl and i’m not taking any 
chances. 
 one look at her face tells me i’ve made a big mistake. “What are you 
talking about?” she asks, her eyes wide. it’s obvious she has no idea what’s 
going on. “Visiting the tower.”
 oh my God. She doesn’t remember. i put one hand near her arm and 
feel the same akhet vibrations i did before—they’re unmistakable. it’s been 
a long time since i’ve met anyone who’s Shewi, whose awareness of  what 
she is and who she’s been is just beginning. Which means it wasn’t the fall 
that knocked her out. it was the memories. i glance up to see exactly where 
we are in the tower, not surprised when i realize we’re on this corner of  
the green. making contact with me, on this spot of  all places, must have 
totally overwhelmed her, just like it caused the vivid memory i had before. 
She’s watching me carefully, but i don’t know what she’s seen, how much 
she knows, and i use all of  the inner strength i have to block my vibrations, 
to block my essence from her so that if  she’s gaining her akhet abilities, 
she won’t know how we’re connected. if  she remembers enough from the 
visions she might recognize my essence and i know she’ll never forgive 
me for what i did. the effort is exhausting, but i have to find out what she 
knows first. 
 Cole is looking from the other girl back to me in total confusion and 
suddenly i feel responsible in some way. She looks so lost, so vulnerable. it’s 
been a long time since i’ve been where she is, all of  the memories crowding 



in at once, no idea what’s going on, convinced that you’re losing your mind. 
luckily i had someone to help me back then, someone who could ease 
the transition from Khem to akhet. maybe i’m meant to be that for her— 
maybe this is my one shot at redemption. i watch her try to scramble to her 
feet, embarrassment showing on her face, and i wonder, with everything 
else going on in my life, if  i can be what she needs right now. one thing’s 
for sure, she doesn’t remember what our connection is. and i have to make 
sure it stays that way. 
 “of  course. Sorry,” i say, trying to cover my thoughts, pretend that 
everything’s normal. “i thought you were someone else.” i hold my hand 
out to hers. “let me help you up.”



A  N o t e  f r o m  J e A N N i N e  G A r s e e

from kindergarten through the fourth grade, i attended a Cleveland public 
school very similar to river Hills High. it was an old, square brick building, 
with classrooms with wooden desks bolted to the floors. the teachers wrote 
with chalk on blackboards, not with dry-erase markers, and the gyms—one 
for the boys, one for the girls—took up the entire basement.

And just as in The Unquiet, there was a haunted tunnel. We wore regular 
shoes in those days, as sneakers were reserved for gym class only. Because 
these shoes left scuff  marks on the polished wood floors, it was a rule that 
we had to use the tunnel to bypass the gyms. 

the tunnel terrified me at first: a long passageway with a brick wall on 
one side and a high, chain-link fence on the other. Beyond the fence was 
rectangular pit carved into the earth—a swimming pool, i was told, that had 
never been finished.

fascinated, i stared through the rusty links. “Why didn’t they finish it?”
my new friend, maryanne, explained, “Because a girl fell into it and 

died. Now she’s a ghost.”
i clutched the links, squinting harder. “A ghost?”
“Yep. You can’t ever come in here by yourself  or else she’ll get you!”
though i’d already been told by my parents that ghosts didn’t exist, the 

tunnel was definitely a perfect place for one. it was poorly lit, the far side of  
the pool barely visible in the dark. Pipes clanked in the walls. Unseen water 
dripped nearby. the passage itself, painted an eerie silver, felt cold, damp, 
and undeniably creepy.

“Don’t touch that fence,” the teacher admonished. “Hurry up, every-
one.”

We moved in a group toward the opposite end, our voices and footfalls 
echoing the whole way. Later, i demanded more answers from maryanne. 
“How’d she fall in? Did somebody push her?”

“i don’t know,” maryanne admitted. “But i heard she bashed in her 
brains.”

A dead girl . . . a ghost . . . intrigued, i couldn’t stop thinking about her.
on gym days, if  a teacher was with us, we’d all hold hands and march 

solemnly through the tunnel to a staircase that led to the first floor. By sec-
ond or third grade, left on our own, we’d run the whole way, laughing and 
shrieking, daring the ghost to “come and get us!” i’d laugh, too, though part 
of  me always wondered: What if  it’s true? What if  she’s really here?



i hoped she was. i wanted to believe in her.
more than that, i wanted to be the one to actually see her.
the first time i stepped into the tunnel alone, i’d felt sick during gym, 

so the teacher sent me to the nurse’s office. the cold air, initially a shock, 
cooled my burning face, and the nausea that had forced me out of  class 
momentarily subsided. Aside from the usual clanking pipes, the tunnel was 
utterly silent. i crept along, peering through the links for anything at all—
a shadow, a movement, a wisp of  vapor—to prove that this mysterious 
ghostly girl existed. Already the writer inside me wanted nothing more than 
to see the girl who tragically died here and now called this place her home.

i stopped once to press my forehead to the fence. “Where are you?” i 
softly called. “Are you here? Can i see you?” the longer i stared, the harder 
it became to focus my eyes in the dreary light. the pool, swathed in shadow, 
blurred before me. Is something there at the edge? Is something moving?

the tunnel, if  possible, grew colder still. spots danced in my front 
of  my eyes, weary from squinting. No, nothing moved—and yet i felt her 
watching me.

Felt her staring back at me.
i leaped away from the fence, hugging myself. Nauseated again, i 

walked rapidly toward the exit, facing straight ahead. Yet with every step 
i felt that sensation—that strange prickling you feel right between your 
shoulder blades when you know someone’s sneaking up right behind you.

After that day, i never felt her again. i also never laughed when my 
friends made jokes, called out to her, defied her to show herself. If  ghosts 
don’t exist, then what am I afraid of ? i had no answer. But i wasn’t about to 
take another chance.

When my family moved away, i began fifth grade at a brighter, newer 
school out in the suburbs. i never forgot that “haunted” tunnel and prom-
ised myself  that if  i did become a writer, i’d find a way to bring that ghostly 
girl to life.

many times while writing The Unquiet, i thought about calling that school 
to ask if  they’d let me return for a tour. i would’ve loved to walk through 
that tunnel after so many years, and see if, once again, i’d sense some-
thing unearthly. But the fear that perhaps the tunnel no longer existed—that 
they’d replaced it with a media center, or possibly a newer gym—kept me 
from making that call. i didn’t want to see anything shiny and sterile, filled 
with light and activity and excited chatter. i didn’t want to have to wonder 
what became of  my ghost if  an army of  jackhammers had destroyed her 
home.

since then, i’ve had other, much more real encounters with the para-



normal. And while this experience may have been based on nothing more 
than a legend invented by kids, and an overactive imagination, i’ll always 
remember that tunnel, and the girl who hovered, unseen, in the shadows.  

The Unquiet is partly for her, wherever she is now.

—Jeannine Garsee



The principal, Mr. Norman Solomon, peers curiously at Mom. 

“Well, Monica Parker. Seems like only yesterday you and Millie 

 were making out with boys under the bleachers.”

“Well, thank you very much,” Mom says tersely. “Anything 

 else about my sordid past you’d care to share with my daugh-

ter?” As if I don’t already know how wild she was. Am I not living 

proof ?

Thankfully, Mom and Mr. Solomon lapse into pleasant-

ries. Bored, I yawn into my hand, and then jump when some-

one raps on the offi ce door. A girl with a blond ponytail pokes 

her head in. “Sorry, Mr. Solomon, but Ms. Faranacci told me to 

hand this to you personally.”
“Thank you, Meg.” Mr. Solomon tosses the folder on his 

desk and scratches his heavy beard. “By the way, do me a favor? 

This is Miss Parker, er, Mrs. Jacobs. She’s taking over for Miss 
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Prout. And this is her daughter, Corinne. How’d you like to 

show her around? I’ll let Ms. Faranacci know.”

“Sweet! Thanks!” Meg smiles with perfectly straight teeth, 

while I self- consciously poke my one crooked canine with my 

tongue. Still, glad to escape, even with a miniversion of my mom, 

I leap to my feet. She confi des on the way out, “Let me tell you 

something, that Miss Prout was a bitch. If you called in sick? 

She’d call your  house all day long to make sure you  were there. 

And if you didn’t answer, she’d march over and check.”

Less leery of her now that she used the word “bitch,” I fol-

low her down a hall fl anked with bland beige lockers. Big class-

rooms, I note, peeking into one, with real blackboards and 

wooden desks bolted to the fl oor.

Meg slaloms along, arms widespread. “Where’d you go to 

school before this?”

“California.”

“Really? Why’d you move  here?”

“It was my mom’s idea.”

“What about your dad?”

Questions already. It’s not even offi cially my fi rst day.

“I guess they’re getting a divorce,” I say slowly.

“That sucks. But who picked this place?” Meg persists as we 

clatter up a fl ight of steps. “I mean, nobody moves to River Hills. 

You live  here and die  here, or  else you leave and don’t come 

back.”

“Well, my mom grew up  here, and she kept in touch with 

her best friend—”

“Who?”

“Millie Lux?”
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“Oh, Miss Millie, the Onion Ring Goddess. Her daughter 

Tasha’s my best friend.”

Unsure why I’m telling a perfect stranger my business, but 

pleased to have someone to talk to who isn’t, well, Mom, I con-

tinue. “Anyway, Millie told her about this job, so Mom called 

up that same day and they hired her over the phone.”

Meg snickers. “That’s ’cause nobody  else wants it.”

“Next thing I know she’s throwing crap into suitcases.” 

Quickly, while I’ve got the chance, I ask a question of my own. 

“What happened to Miss Prout?”

“Beats me. She didn’t show up for work one day. She just 

disappeared.”

Interesting.

I follow Meg through the doors into the second- fl oor hall, 

and I literally trip over someone slouched on the fl oor. He glow-

ers up at me through long, messy hair, iPod wires trailing from 

his ears.

“Whoa!” Meg feigns surprise. “Thrown out again? I bet 

you set a new record.”

Yanking off one earbud, the guy locks onto my face with 

eyes blacker— and redder— than a TV vampire’s. “Greetings, 

earthling.” Sinewy, sinister, with stubble on his chin and his 

black hair hiding half his foxy face, this is the kind of guy I nor-

mally end up with. Certainly not with studly farm boys in fl an-

nel like Nate Brenner.

Meg’s nudge disrupts my fascination. “Meet Dino Mancini, 

class idiot. Dino, this is Corinne. She starts tomorrow.”

“Rinn,” I correct her. I smell marijuana. I doubt it’s coming 

from Meg.
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Dino bares his teeth. “Welcome to the Underworld, my pre-
cioussss! Lucky for you, you missed the virgin sacrifi ces.” He 

nods at Meg. “You’re next, babe.”

Meg fl icks out her tongue. “Don’t you wish?”

He pinches Meg’s calf. “How come you get to cut and no 

one gives you a rash of shit?”

She kicks him away. “I’m not cutting. I’m showing her 

around.”

“Cool. Don’t forget to show her where Annaliese hangs out.”

“Yeah, right.” Abandoning Dino, Meg pulls me down the 

hall, pointing left and right. “Okay, classroom . . .  and another 

classroom . . . and, oh, look, another classroom!”

Surprising myself, I fall into the game. “Wow, show me 

more!”

“Oh, if you insist. Maybe, if  we’re lucky, we can fi nd more 
rooms downstairs!”

I like this girl!
We reach the fi rst fl oor again in a fi t of giggles. I hug 

the banister, gasping for breath. “Who’s Annaliese?”

“You’ll fi nd out.”

Meg leads the way into a cavernous, currently unoccupied 

cafeteria. Neck and neck, we race across the room and burst 

through a pair of doors into a gym. Running through that, too, 

we hit another set of doors that open to an auditorium.

“We’re not allowed to do this,” Meg says breathlessly. “Cut 

through the gym like that.  We’re supposed to use the tunnel. 

C’mon, I’ll show you.”

We gallop down the aisle to a stage with shabby red cur-

tains. Off to the side, because the stage area is so low, four steps 
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lead up to the mysterious tunnel. Not a real tunnel, it turns 

out— just a narrow corridor running parallel to the audito-

rium, gym, and cafeteria. But the stone walls and dim lighting 

give it a creepy, claustrophobic effect.

Meg points to a second door directly across from the audi-

torium door. “The pool’s in there. But they’re gonna tear it all 

out and build a media center soon.” She kicks the door open. 

“It’s supposed to be locked, but people break in all the time, so 

nobody bothers to fi x the lock. But if King Solomon catches 

you in  here, you’re screwed.”

Snickering at the nickname, I follow her in. She fl ips a switch 

but nothing happens; the only light comes from the small win-

dows along the far wall.

“They added on this room back in the seventies. For the 

pool,” Meg explains.

A chain- link fence prevents us from walking more than six 

feet into the room. When Meg shakes it, the sound cracks the 

air like shattering glass. I squint through the metal links and 

spy the dark slash of the empty pool. “Why the fence?”

“Duh, so we don’t fall in and sue?” The rattling links shiver 

into silence. A funny chill penetrates my sweater. “By the way,” 

Meg whispers, “don’t ever come in  here alone, or even go 

through that tunnel. Always take someone with you.”

I force a straight face. Hello, slasher movie! “Why?”

Meg points through the fence. “Because of Annaliese.”

“What is she, a rat?” Because I defi nitely hear scrabbling.

“No, some girl who drowned  here, like, twenty years ago, 

or what ever.”

“Wait. You’re talking about a ghost?”
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Meg nods seriously. “Yeah. Her grandmother sued when it 

happened, so they shut down the pool for good. Anyway, her 

grandma died a while back, and—”

My arms prickle. Another dead grandmother. “Died how?”

Meg wordlessly jerks a fi st above her head.

“She hung herself ?”

She nods again, then rubs her arms hard. “God, it’s cold in 

 here.”

“It’s drafty,” I say, sorry I asked how the old lady died. Now 

it’ll stick with me all day.

“It’s freezing.”

I shiver, too, realizing she’s right. Unmoving, I feel the air 

around me grow colder with each passing second.

Meg cups her nose. “Rinn. What is that?” She sniffs like a 

puppy. “The air in  here, it’s like greasy or something.” She 

touches her nose. “This is too weird . . .”

All I feel is very cold air and no, nothing greasy or weird 

about it. I watch her scratch her ears and then bat her hands 

around like she’s trying to grab hold of the atmosphere. Is she 

playing me?

“What the hell’s going on?” she quavers. “You seriously don’t 

feel that?”

“No!” But Meg’s panic is contagious; in ten seconds fl at I’m 

out the door and across the tunnel and back in the auditorium. 

After that ice- cold pool room, it’s like being tossed into a sauna.

Meg scampers out behind me and eyes me then with pecu-

liar interest. “Wow, you’re fast!”

“Yeah, when people scare the hell out of me.”

“You don’t do track or anything, do you? Good. So you 

want to try out for the squad? Cheerleading,” she explains, like 
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I  haven’t already guessed. “I’m captain this year, and we could 

really use an extra body. Can you do the splits? Cartwheels? 

Oh, never mind, we can teach you in no time—”

Her blue eyes widen when I cup my hand over her mouth. 

“I  can’t be a cheerleader.”

Her lips move. “Whuh nuh?”

“Because my mother was one, and I don’t want to be rant-

ing about it twenty years from now, like it was the best time of 

my life. And no, I  can’t do a cartwheel, I don’t have a rah- rah 

personality, and I am not jumping around fl ashing my under-

wear. Got it?”

Meg unpeels my slick hand. “So, like, is that a defi nite no? 

Or do you want to think about it some more?”

She might be relentless, but I really do like her.
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You never told me the school’s haunted.”

“Haunted?” Mom repeats, pouring her fourth cup of coffee. 

She’s up to two pots a day since she ditched the cancer sticks. 

“Not in my day.”

“Well, Meg knows about it. So does some kid we met in 

the hall.” I dribble milk over my Cocoa Puffs and swirl with my 

spoon. “It’s, like, common knowledge.”

Mom comes shockingly close to rolling her eyes, something 

she typically rags on me for doing. “Do you want me to remind 

you that ghosts don’t exist? Or are you hoping I’ll humor you 

so you won’t be so ner vous?”

“I am not ner vous. But I will be, if you keep bringing it 

up.”

“Sorry.” She plunks her mug into the sink and grabs her 

sweater off the hook in the back hall. “I have to run. I should’ve 
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been there ten minutes ago. Now remember, homeroom starts 

at seven forty- fi ve—”

“I know, I know. You told me twenty times.”

“—so don’t be late.”

“Why?” I drawl. “You gonna mark me tardy?”

Mom blows me a kiss and leaves. I sit there for a moment, 

poking at my Cocoa Puffs, then clunk down my spoon.

I lied. I’m ner vous.

Upstairs, my room reeks of fresh paint; I slapped on the fi rst 

coat yesterday after my school tour. I dress quickly in a black 

turtleneck, gray skirt, red tights, and black socks. Back down-

stairs, I stuff a notebook into my hobo bag, an illicit Klonopin 

into my pocket, and then halt, midstep, when I hear footsteps 

on the porch.

Creeping footsteps. Someone who knows I’m alone?

I  can’t even call 9- 1- 1. Our phone won’t be turned on till 

later.

The rocker creaks outside. Shoe  soles shuffl e through stray 

leaves on the porch fl oor. I slink over to the sofa, kneel on 

the cushion, and part Mrs. Gibbons’s lace curtains with a sin-

gle fi ngertip. Then I hammer my fi st hard—bang- bang!—on 

the windowpane.

“Goddamn!” Nate Brenner all but ducks for cover.

Triumphant, I rush to the front door. “Why’re you creep-

ing around on my porch?”

Red- faced, Nate snarls, “I’m not creeping. I’m waiting.”

“Waiting for me? Isn’t it customary around  here to knock? 

Or at least yell ‘yoo- hoo’?”

He stares incredulously. “You scared the hell out of me.”
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“Yeah, and I made you take the Lord’s name in vain, too,” 

I tease.

Unamused, Nate fl ings up a hand and clomps down to the 

sidewalk. Wow. He’s mad.

I shove my feet into Mom’s pointy- toed ankle boots, all I 

can fi nd in our jumble of yet- unpacked boxes— anything’s 

better than my smelly plaid Keds— and run to catch up with 

him. “Sorry I scared you. That was, well, right neighborly of 

you to wait for li’l ole me.”

Instead of a snappy comeback, Nate says, “That was funny 

the fi rst few times.”

“Wow, aren’t you the crabby one today?”

“Yeah, well . . .” But he  can’t keep a straight face, and he 

obviously forgives me because then he adds, “You need any 

help today, just gimme a holler.”

“How’ll I fi nd you?”

“Easy. I’ll be the dude surrounded by all the fawning chicks.”

I poke him. “You’re a wee bit too full of yourself, farmer boy.”

“Look who’s talking, in them highfalutin boots and that 

fancy Sunday getup.”

“Guess you ain’t used to citifi ed folk,” I point out.

Merrily, he agrees, “Guess I jest ain’t,” and steers me toward 

the school doors.

���

Things don’t go as horribly as I’d expected. School is school, 

whether it’s La Jolla or River Hills or Antarctica or Belize. You 

fi le into class after class, the teacher takes attendance, and then 

you fall into a coma.
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This year I’ll try to skip the coma part. It’d be nice to 

receive a diploma while I’m still in my teens.

River Hills  doesn’t seem as cliquey as my school in La Jolla, 

but people do fall into certain groups. Jocks, mostly guys, with 

their cheerleader counterparts. A circle of preps. The obvious 

burnouts, including that guy from the hall, Dino Mancini. Farm 

kids who  ride the bus in from the sticks. A couple of nobodies, 

ignored by everyone. No surfers, goths, Barbies, or rockers.

Rinn Jacobs, I guess, fi ts in nowhere.

I’m not athletic unless I’m in a saddle. My grades are aver-

age, so scratch the preps. Scratch the burnouts, too—my drugs 

are legal. And by the way people stare at my so- not- from- River 

Hills clothes, I know I’ll never fade off into the nobody group.

Just like before, there’s no Crazy Person clique.

I hate how the teachers introduce me to each class and then 

add that my mom’s the new offi ce secretary, like that’s going to 

win me points. I make it through history with poker- faced Ms. 

Faranacci and then it’s off to chorus with jolly Mr. Chenoweth. 

After that, I hit the art class I’m taking instead of Spanish or Ger-

man, and this semester it’s Intro to Ceramics. I spend fi fteen 

minutes squishing clay to “get the feel of it” as Mr. Lipford puts it.

Because it’s a multigrade class, Meg, who’s a se nior, shares 

a table with me. Cecilia Carpenter, a heavyset girl I recognize 

from chorus, is also  here. So is Dino Mancini, watching me from 

the next table.

No, not watching: studying me.

Unsettled, I try to ignore him and concentrate on my clay. 

Eventually, though, even Meg notices. “Wow,” she whispers. “He 

 can’t take his eyes off you.”
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Mr. Lipford picks that moment to stroll out of the room. 

Dino instantly hops up and slips over to Meg and me to 

crouch between our chairs. “Hey— Rinn, right? See, I remem-

bered.”

“Whoopee,” Meg says brightly, pounding her own blob of 

clay.

“You got lunch next? Yeah? You want to meet me outside? 

I’ll show you around . . .”

Meg whaps him with an elbow. “Forget it. She’s eating 

with us.”
Exasperated, he snaps, “I ain’t talking to you, Carmody.”

I shush them both and shoot a ner vous look toward the 

door, never mind that everyone  else is starting to act up as well. 

And, catching the scent of pot in Dino’s dark, messy hair, I can 

pretty much guess what he wants to show me. “Uh, thanks. But 

I really need something to eat.”

His disappointment is so obvious, I almost feel sorry for 

him— but then Mr. Lipford reappears at the door. “Back in 

your seat, Mancini. Now.” Dino rises, taking his sweet time 

about it, and returns to his own table to stare at me some 

more.

���

When the bell rings, Meg and I meet up with Lacy Kessler— a 

fellow cheerleader, with colorfully streaked hair— and Tasha 

Lux, Millie’s high- diving darling. “Guys, this is Rinn. She’s eat-

ing with us.”

I smile gratefully when no one objects. I watch for Nate as 

we circle a table, but, sad to say, it looks like we don’t share 

the same lunch period.
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Lacy tosses her mass of curls when she learns I’m from 

California. “Poor you, ending up in a place like this.”
“I’ll get used to it.” Though I’m not swearing on any bibles.

“Hey! Do you cheer?”

“I already asked,” Meg interjects, with a reproachful look 

for me. “She said no.”

Tasha asks, “Do you swim? Gymnastics?”

“I’m not much into sports . . .”

“What do you do?” Lacy demands.

“Well . . .” I  can’t believe I have to think so hard about this. 

“I play the guitar. I sing a bit.”

Unimpressed, Lacy moves along. “So you guys moved into 

the old Gibbons  house, huh?”

I nod, and the three girls exchange glances before facing me 

directly: Lacy, slyly; Tasha with mild alarm; and Meg, fl ushed, 

with an apologetic smile.

“Is that signifi cant of something?” I ask Meg when nobody 

 else speaks.

Meg’s smile wavers. “I started to tell you yesterday, in the 

tunnel, remember? About—”

“I told you not to,” Tasha interrupts. “My mom said to wait.”

I prickle with suspicion. “What do you mean, your mom said 

to wait?”

Meg scoots closer. “Remember when I told you about 

Annaliese?”

“Right. The ghost.” I cross my eyes. “Yeah, you won that one.”

Meg insists, “Hey, I  wasn’t joking about that air,” only to be 

interrupted by Lacy, who blurts out, “I  can’t believe nobody 

told you you’re living in Annaliese’s house.”
“What?” I jerk to face Meg.
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“Well . . .  her grandmother’s  house,” Meg admits.

“But you said her grandmother—” I stop as the truth dawns.

Her granddaughter and I went to school together, Mom had said.

“Hung herself,” Lacy fi nishes with a satisfi ed grin. “Yep, she 

sure did. Right in the attic.”

���

I pop my contraband Klonopin under my tongue in a bath-

room stall. If I wait for it to kick in, I’ll be late for my next class, 

but at this point I don’t care. I’ll ask Mom for a pass.

Must. Talk. To. Her. Anyway!
But when I stop at the offi ce, Mom’s not there. Some snotty 

se nior is manning the desk, a student assistant name badge—

Lindsay McCormick— dangling from a lanyard.

“She’s in a meeting with Mr. Solomon,” Lindsay drones, 

intent on the book in her lap.

“It’s urgent. I’m her daughter.”

“I know who you are. I can give her a message.”

“I’m sure you can,” I say politely. “But I really need to speak 

with her myself.”

Lindsay shrugs. “Come back in half an hour, they’ll be done 

by then.”

I resist the urge to fl y over the counter. Instead, I turn and 

walk, unsteadily, out to the hall. By the time I make it to PE, 

I’ve come to my senses. If Mom  doesn’t know Mrs. Gibbons 

hung herself in our  house— not just in our  house, but in my 
freaking bedroom— maybe it’s best she not fi nd out while she’s 

still on the clock.

���
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T a s h a

At River Hills High, there’s a dark, eerie corridor that leads to a pool room where, 
decades earlier, a girl named Annaliese drowned. Students take this passageway 
only in groups, or, when possible, avoid it altogether.

 
In The Unquiet, Rinn knows Annaliese’s ghost is responsible for the terrifying 
things happening around school. Some of  her friends agree with her. Others aren’t 
sure.
 
Like Tasha . . . 



T a s h a

When I was eighteen months old, at a summer barbecue, I broke free of  my 
parents and jumped into the pool. The deep end. all hell broke loose. hor-
rified, Ma—a nonswimmer—shrieked, dropped her gin and tonic, and, fully 
clothed, belly flopped in after me. It took three neighbor guys to haul her 
thrashing body to the surface. 

I, on the other hand, squiggled away from my own rescuer and jumped 
back in. 

I’ve been diving ever since.
Today, finally, is the day I’ve been waiting for: the regional diving com-

petition. after I win—I have no doubt whatsoever—I’ll head for state, then 
to nationals. Then, one of  these days, to the Us Olympic diving team.

I’ve dreamed of  this for years, and I’m dreaming of  it now when I hear 
the announcer bellow out my name. Jessica Cusick, my biggest rival, fakes 
an encouraging smile as I hop off  the bench. “Break a leg,” she trills. Then 
she mouths a second message. I have no trouble reading her lips: “I mean 
that, bitch.”

That’s when I decide Jess must really be worried. Usually she’d never be 
caught dead even speaking to me.

I return her smile with a sunny one of  my own, but clench my fist to 
keep from flipping my own special message. Nancy, my coach, salutes me 
with a thumbs-up as I head smartly toward the ladder, my bare feet sound-
less on the tiles.

Piece of  cake! Oh, I am so gonna ace this. I’ll do my straight dive first, 
which’ll blow the judges’ minds. Though it looks easy, it’s actually one of  
the hardest dives; you have to keep your body perfectly aligned, as sharp 
and straight as the blade of  a knife. The tiniest twist or bend can knock off  
valuable points. No worries, though. straight dives are my specialty.

They are not Jessica Cusick’s specialty, I’m happy to report. Not to 
mention that she looks like she’s packed on a few pounds. huh, too bad. 
And too bad about that cold sore on your lip.

The crowd screams my name as I start my climb up the sturdy alumi-
num ladder. People recognized my name, and now they’re cheering for me. 
Yes, cheering! For me. The pure exhilaration of  this moment propels me 
more rapidly toward the springboard on top of  this metal beanstalk. hand, 
foot, hand, foot . . . almost there . . . 

Without warning, my hands freeze as I grip the next two rungs.



My feet weld themselves into place, two blocks of  lead.
a wave of  dizziness. a surge of  indescribable terror. 
I lean heavily into the ladder, racked by ragged gasps I can’t control. 

The audience blurs into an unrecognizable mass, everyone falling silent as 
I rock there on the rungs. Move! Move! I scream to myself, but nothing hap-
pens.

I’m paralyzed. Frozen.
“If  you jump . . . you’ll die.”
Did I say that? Or just imagine I did? 
Transfixed, I stare down at the pool—a rectangle of  blue only moments 

ago, but distorted now, expanding eerily before my eyes. Bubbles break the 
surface, gradually at first, like someone lit a fire under the pool and now the 
water’s rising to a boil. Then faster, faster, till a burst of  foam explodes from 
the pool. The sight hammers my gasps into useless whimpers as I watch the 
water churn and roar, flicking tongues of  liquid fire high up into the area. 

I feel the pressure, then. an incredible pull. 
My inexplicable desire for a slow, agonizing death.
The fingers of  my left hand loosen. My toes tingle as if  returning to life.
Jump. I dare you.
Do it, Tasha. DO IT!
“Tasha!” a frantic Nancy, suddenly behind me on the ladder, tries to pry 

me from the rungs. “Tasha, let go.”
“No!” I scream. I don’t want to die, and I don’t want to take her with me 

if  I do—but the fiery shower from below already blisters my skin, searing 
smoking holes into my swimsuit. “Get back, get down—!”

“stop it,” she hisses. “Tasha, stop. Open your eyes!”
I hadn’t even realized they were shut. I shake my head hard, but the 

pressure of  Nancy’s nails digging into my arm forces me to squint, reluc-
tantly, through the rungs of  the ladder. 

Gone is the rolling, misshapen vat of  boiling water, leaving the pool 
calm and clear. The arena lights reflect in a shimmering surface, the mark-
ers on the floor of  the pool clearly visible. There is nothing there to hurt me. 
Nothing to suck me down and melt the flesh from my body, disintegrate my 
bone while I shriek in unimaginable pain.

The strange and insistent pull on my body drains away, leaving me 
weak and disoriented. With Nancy’s help, I land on shivering legs at the 
bottom of  the ladder, praying I won’t faint or vomit in front of  the world. I 
catch a glimpse of  Jessica’s satisfied smirk as Nancy hustles me toward the 
locker room. 

There’s a German word for that, one that Frau schimmler taught us at 



the start of  the year. a word that means you’re happy when somebody else 
screws up. I can’t think of  it now. But it perfectly describes that twist to Jes-
sica’s evil, cold-sore-studded smile. 

In the locker room, I don’t tell Nancy about the boiling water. she tries 
to cheer me up by insisting it was stage fright. a fluke. something that prob-
ably wouldn’t happen again, ever. Being disqualified, she says, doesn’t even 
kick me out of  the running. It just delays me a bit.

I’m not sure if  I believe her.
Later, I don’t tell my mom, either. Not that she’d let me get a word in 

edgewise.
“You embarrassed me,” she rages on the long drive home. “You embar-

rassed your father. You looked like a jackass! You made a fool of  yourself.” 
On and on, till I have to cover my ears and pretend I’m somewhere else.

I don’t tell anyone at all about that terrible water. I just make up a story 
about not remembering what happened, and stick to it like hell. If  anyone 
knows what I really saw, they’ll think I’m crazy for sure.

I don’t even tell Rinn—and Rinn’s kind of  crazy herself.

* * *

It’s over. You’re free. 
I smile as the words dance through my mind for the thousandth time 

today.
You’ll have a life of  your own now.
My smile broadens. Yes, I will.
a life that doesn’t include endless hours performing the same dive over 

and over. 
a life that doesn’t include all that pressure, so many expectations.
a life that doesn’t include sucking up to my mom, pretending to be 

grateful for all her so-called “sacrifices.” 
Ignoring Frau schimmler’s chatter up at the board, I rest my chin in my 

hand, remembering last night. Reliving Ma’s reaction when I told her I quit 
the dive team, that I plan never to look at another pool again. That if  she’s 
so psyched about the effing Olympics, why doesn’t she stuff  her own fat ass 
into a swimsuit and give it a whirl?

Talking back to Ma is never a good idea. Neither is swearing. Lucky for 
me, I’m fast; her slap missed my face by a good twelve inches.

Tasha Lux is free.
“Yes. I am,” I whisper into my hand.
“Bitte lesen Sie Kapitel zehn und zwölf,” Frau schimmler barks, jolting me 



upright. “Es gibt morgen eine Prüfung!”
Read chapters, test tomorrow, blah, blah. I grab my things and bounce 

to my feet. With no practice tonight to cut into my study time, I bet I can 
read the whole book by bedtime.  

Right now, though, my plan is to get rid of  every single reminder of  my 
diving days. Though Rinn promised to help me clean out my lockers after 
school, I wonder if  she meant it. she freaked out, too, when I told her I quit. 
Not as bad as my mom, of  course, but she did try to talk me out of  it. 

“You can’t just quit,” she said earlier, “because one bad thing happened.” 
I can’t explain to her that it’s not “one” bad thing. Of  course Rinn, like 

Nancy, thinks I was disqualified because of  a case of  stage fright. Now that 
it’s behind me, I’m already wondering if  that that other thing was only my 
imagination. I was under a ton of  stress, and I’d been dieting, too. and Jes-
sica’s nasty remark did nothing to calm my frazzled nerves. 

Of  course my mind played tricks on me. But is that why I quit? 
No. I quit the team because I wanted to quit. Because I want a life like 

any other sixteen-year-old girl. I want boys to like me the way Nate likes 
Rinn, not to make fun of  me, or call me names like “Tasha the Diving Won-
der Dog.”

Or ignore me altogether. sometimes that’s even worse.
More than anything, I’m dying to be somebody other than Millie Lux’s 

amazing daughter, the high-diving champ, the Olympic potential. The girl 
whose mom runs around town bragging, showing off  pictures and trophies. 
Then treats me like crap when there’s no audience around.

Rinn continued softly, “You said yourself  you think annaliese might be 
getting to you.”

I’d snorted at that but kept my mouth shut. Okay, it’s true: I did kind of  
believe—and maybe part of  me still does—that annaliese had something to 
do with all the weird, inexplicable happenings around here lately.

But the rest of  me, the so-called rational part, can’t really believe ghosts 
exist. how can annaliese “get to” me if  there is no annaliese? There’s no 
way in the world I’m giving some stupid ghost credit for the most important 
decision of  my life. It was my decision.

at least I hope so.

* * *

I figured it’d be hard to clean out my lockers myself. Going through all that 
stuff  is sure to make me relive last saturday. Remind me of  how I acted like 
a “fool” and a “jackass” in front all those spectators.



Ma’s cruel words still burn in my brain, stab holes through my chest. 
Then last night, when I told her about quitting the team, she said exactly 
what I figured she’d say: “What difference does it make? You already humili-
ated me! Quit, then, if  that’s what you want.”

Thanks, Ma. Because it’s exactly what I want.
after school, I stop at the art room to grab an oversized trash bag and 

then head back to the main hall. I slow down as I approach Rinn’s locker, 
noticing that she and Nate are deep in conversation. My heart pinches as 
he kisses her quickly—one of  these days, will someone kiss me like that?—and 
lopes off  toward the exit. 

Only then do I skid up to Rinn and show her the bag. “Got this from Mr. 
Lipford. C’mon!”

Obligingly, Rinn follows me around the corner to my own locker. There, 
her gray eyes bug right out. “Tash. You’re a slob.”

“Not for long,” I sing. “here, you hold the bag and I’ll pitch.”
Everything goes: The seven or eight extra swimsuits I kept handy for all 

those days when Ma dragged me to practice right after school. according to 
Ma, wearing the same swimsuit more than once every two weeks is worse 
than wearing the same prom dress twice. Then again, my mother rarely 
keeps the same hair color longer than a month. Platinum. Magenta. Never 
a color found in nature. 

While I’m at it, I dump out my other trash, too. Old practice schedules. 
Extra permission slips. a ton of  wrappers from the candy I’ve had to stash 
away for when I desperately needed a sugar fix. Ma’s idea of  “snacks” for 
her precious, would-be Olympic star is diet Jell-O, protein bars, and fat-free 
granola.

“You see anything you want,” I offer, “just let me know.” Rinn hides a 
smile, and I know she’s trying to hold back a smart remark. I stuff  a stack 
of  used-up notebooks and one last swimsuit into the roomy bag. “Hasta la 
vista, baby!” I grab the ties before Rinn can make a hasty knot. “Wait, not 
yet. I’ve got to do my gym locker, too.”

Rinn sighs. “Can’t you do it after vacation?” she’s itching to get out of  
here. The hall is empty by now. The lights dim even as we speak. 

“It’ll just take a minute,” I promise.
Okay, I admit it: I am a slob. My gym locker stinks, and it’s crammed 

to the hilt, not only with swimsuits but with a couple moldy towels I never 
bothered to toss in the hamper.

“Ugh!” Rinn holds her nose with one hand, a rank sneaker up with the 
other. “Seriously?”

“sorry.” I pluck it from her hand and shove it into the plastic bag. 



“They’re, like, two years old.”
“Whatever possessed you to—?” Rinn clamps her mouth shut when 

something jangles behind the door leading into the tunnel.
I stiffen, too, more out of  habit than surprise. “What was that?”
We listen for a long moment. Then Rinn shrugs. “Probably Bennie. No 

biggie.”
I decide to mess with her a bit. “Um . . . shouldn’t we check?” 
“Check?” Rinn repeats. “We’re not even supposed to be here.”
she can’t be scared. she’s the bravest person I know.
so with big goofy steps I tiptoe to the tunnel door and yank it open. 

“Yoo-hooooo!” 
This tunnel—really a corridor we use so we don’t have to cut through 

the gym—is definitely spooky enough to house a ghost. The lights never 
stay lit, it’s damp and cold, and none of  us like to cut through here alone. 
Only the rats seem to love it, though lately we’re finding an awful lot of  dead 
ones. I bet Rinn blames that on annaliese, too.

We had a séance in here during the homecoming dance. Rinn said she 
thinks something happened that night. That we unleashed some kind of  
power, or possibly pissed off  annaliese.

I am not afraid of  you, Annaliese! How do you like THAT? 
Rinn runs up behind me. “are you high?” 
“Yeah, I’m high. high! high!” Pleased with the eerie echo, I duck inside 

and shout it again and again: “high! high!” High, high, high bounces back 
from the distance—and then I notice a dark, bulky figure a few yards away, 
by the pool room door. “Oh, hi, Bennie.”

Bennie, our not-very-bright janitor, his orange knit cap pulled down 
over his heavy brow. Okay, it’s cold in here, but he wears this cap all the 
time. he’s weird but harmless.

 Indignantly he yells, “You girls ain’t supposed to be here!”
I feel Rinn’s hand clamp down on my shoulder. “We know,” she tells 

Bennie. “We’re just on our way—” 
I love Rinn, seriously. But sometimes she’s no fun at all.
“You ain’t supposed to be in here,” Bennie insists as I dart out of  Rinn’s 

reach. “You’re supposed to be home.” Pieces of  metal jingle nervously in 
his hands.

 a strange and sudden current of  energy courses through my body, 
tingling my fingers and toes, pushing me forward. “so, Bennie . . . what’re 
you doing in here?”

Confused, he holds up the hardware. “I’m fixin’ to put a new lock on 
this door.” 



My next words babble out of  my mouth before they even register in my 
brain. Though I’m not sure what I just said, or why I said it, I know it’s bad; 
Rinn and Bennie stare, speechless. Before I have time to figure out what just 
happened, another magnetic bolt zaps me into action. Kind of  the “pull” I 
felt on the ladder at regionals. This time, though, I don’t find it frightening 
at all.

Instead of  resisting, I embrace it. I shove past an astonished Bennie—
“hey! Nobody allowed in there!” —and rush into the pool room, ignoring 
Rinn’s shout of  alarm.

The fresh scent of  chlorine hits my nostrils. hand clasped in wonder 
over my mouth, I stare through the triangular links of  the fence.

It’s different! Everything!
Gone are the dirty tiles and the empty pit, the chilly dank air, the smell 

of  decay. The pool room glows on the other side of  the fence, all warm and 
brilliant under fluorescent lighting. The afternoon sunlight slants in through 
newly replaced windows. The floor feels smooth and slick under the soles 
of  my boots.

as for the pool itself  . . . 
Am I dreaming?
I sidle along, peering through the triangular links. heat from the lumi-

nous water, though well out of  reach, warms my skin. The pool’s surface 
sparkles invitingly. a brand-new diving board beckons from one end. What 
happened to the media center they’d been planning to build here? had that 
been a ruse, just to surprise us with a new pool? If  so, how did they manage 
this, and so fast, with no one catching on? 

how could so many people keep a secret this big?
Rinn has to see this!
“Omigod, look!” I shout back. “hurry! Omi-god . . .” 
her voice sounds light-years away, though she’s only steps behind me. 

“Tasha, what’re you doing?”
“how did they do this? how?”
“Do what?”
Is she messing with me now? how can she not see? Following the length 

of  the fence, I pause at a gaping hole—a magic door, just for me?—and then 
slip through the opening. My view now unhindered by the metal links, I fling 
my arms wide and spin in a circle. “This! are you blind? how’d they keep it 
a secret?”

Bennie shouts, “You crazy girl! You get outta there now!”
Like I’m going to listen to him? 
Noticing that neither Rinn nor Bennie is pursuing me, I skip along the 



edge of  the pool. “This is amazing! I can’t believe it!” 
It’s true, I’ve never seen anything so beautiful! Even the pool at the 

aquatic Center, considered the best in Ohio, is nothing but a mud hole com-
pare to this. This one’s huge and elegant, a perfect Olympic replica. Oh, and 
clean, so clean! I can’t stop sniffing the air, inhaling the most delicious scent 
in the world: chlorine.

Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe I’m not ready to give this up, after all.
I run my fingertips along a ladder rung, acutely aware of  the magnetic 

draw growing stronger, fiercer, with each passing second.
The last time I tried this, I looked like a fool and a jackass. how could 

I disappoint so many people and then simply give up? Run away and hide, 
pretend it never happened . . . and never give myself  a second chance?

I’m stronger than that. Braver than that.
I deserve that chance and I’m going to prove it right now.
I wriggle out of  my jacket and drop it to the floor. Then I squiggle out 

of  my boots and my socks and kick everything aside. I should’ve hung on 
to a swimsuit. Well, too late now.

Yet another energy surge hits me then, like six cans of  Red Bull and 
a shot of  lightning. Next thing I know, I’m halfway up the ladder. I hear 
screaming below me, and I hesitate, trying to pinpoint the source. It sounds 
like Rinn. Why would Rinn be screaming?

To stop me? Why? Rinn’s the one who tried to talk me out of  quitting. 
Rinn should be thrilled that I changed my mind, that I’m giving it anoth-

er shot.
That, once again, I have faith in myself. Confidence! 
The belief  that no way on earth can I fail a second time.
a shadow darts under the ladder as I step onto the springboard, but 

the roar from the crowd drowns out the persistent screaming. The audience 
is back, rewarding me for my courage. I see their faces, their smiles, their 
waving hands. I revel in their deafening chant: “Ta-SHA! Ta-SHA! Ta-SHA!”

I suck in my breath, the springboard firm and sleek under the soles of  
my feet. In the midst of  the deafening chants, my mother’s chilly voice curls 
around my ears: “You embarrassed me! You embarrassed your father!”

I’m sorry, Ma. Sorry, Daddy. 
“You looked like a jackass!”
Maybe so. But I don’t look like one now, do I, Ma?
“Quit, then, if  that’s what you want.”
It’s not what I want. It’s not what I want at all.
Energy crackles through my limbs and electrifies my hair. The straight 

dive, of  course. The one I’ve perfected. The one no one, not even Jessica 



Cusick, can come close to matching.
arching my back, I bend my knees, reach high into the air, and lift my 

heels. suddenly I remember that strange German word, and I shout it trium-
phantly as I leap high off  the board: “schadenfreude!”

The wavy refection in the water smiles up at me. 
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