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CHAPTER ONE


A Warning







If you say his name, he'll come.

He left my life in ashes. He cost me everything. But he taught me that.

Miles. Years. Neither made any difference.

My oldest friend.

Names have power, and his—

But I won't say it. No matter how hard they press here, how much they cajole or threaten or promise here, I will not say his name. Every time I have, someone dies.

And it has to end.

Once, I used to think I was the only one that could see them. It made me feel special.

Later, I thought I was the only one who chose to see them. It made me feel strong.

Now, I think I'm the only one who doesn't have a choice. And it terrifies me.

His memory feels like a curse. His dark figure, the wide-brimmed hat slung low, the course of stubble along his jaw. A handsome devil in every sense of the word.

My oldest friend.

I hope he never finds me.

I know he's looking.

To tell you about him would set him back on my path, and I won't wade through the blood again. 

My oldest friend.

How I miss him.

I know what you're thinking.

I'm not crazy, though I know only the insane feel obligated to weigh in on their general sanity.

I'm not crazy, but I'd be lying if I said that makes me sane, either. The problem with perception is subjectivity, right?

If there's no common ground to start with, nothing one party says is ever going to make sense to the other.

Maybe it's crazy, then, to even try.

You really want to know? Where I think it all started? That's easy.

Don't say I didn't warn you.


      [image: image-placeholder]In my backyard, looking down the hill from the pink plastic table, I could just make out the sunny afternoon giving way to dusk. Little streamers of cloud had settled in just the right spots for a spectacular sunset, and I had my tea set out.

I was holding court with Sarah.

The cups were pink. The saucers were pink. Even the little romper I had on was pink with pink hearts. My father draped everything I owned in it, like he wanted to make sure the world recognized that he had a little girl. There was probably a deep-seated neurosis there, as the clicks would say, but at least my mother could tone it down when it came to accessories.

She loved me fiercely. It hurts a little just thinking about it.

Our little fingers were extended to the point of dislocation. The two of us laughed and giggled as we toasted Dr. Bear and Alfred the Giraffe, our gentleman callers for the day.

Sarah herself had no time for pink, always dressed in what I now would recognize as vintage handmade clothes.

Maybe I'm just getting my memories crossed. Even cheeking your pills for a while, you start getting some pretty bizarre notions. After the first couple of weeks, I started thinking I was Daphne du Maurier every six hours.

But I asked Sarah if she wanted more tea. Two-penny jam? Marma— no. Wait. That was close.

She shook her head and pursed her lips, her sandy ponytail bouncing as she glanced back at the stand of woods at the foot of the hill, nose wrinkling as if she'd sniffed something rotten on the breeze. You know, her sense of humor was wicked, and I'd never met anyone else who knew so many old games, but sometimes she could be a hell of a downer. At times she'd stare off into space as if she were looking for something or listening.

Some nights she'd sit at the foot of my bed and weep.

Sarah came back from wherever she'd gone and grinned. Two of her front teeth were missing. "Thertainly, milady."

I lifted the teapot and poured her an imaginary draught. She raised the tiny cup to her lips, and we giggled again. Even as little as we were, it felt ridiculous.

I noticed one of the dolls was on the lawn before the trees, a plastic effigy in the dimming light. Maybe Sarah had dropped it playing hide-and-seek or come-into-my-castle, but Dad would have burst a vessel if he saw my toys strewn about the yard. "Be a dear and fetch Aunt Edna, would you?"

"Of course." Sarah set the teacup down with a little curtsy, skipping to the edge of the woods. Dr. Bear and Alfred sagged, their tea having gotten the best of them, and I helped prop them up in the meantime. The shadows were starting to stretch across the yard as I rearranged the cups and saucers to their proper spots.

The last I saw of her, she'd bent over to pick up the doll.

I imagine Sarah saw a pair of black scuffed boots.

Having finally resumed our high tea to its stately position, I heard a wet green crack, as if one of the branches had split off in the forest. The muffled thud came after, and I looked. If the woods were going to start coming apart around us, high tea could be moved to the palatial gardens of the living room.

Before the scrappy stand of trees stood a scruffy long-haired man, tall against the stretching shadows. A wide-brimmed hat hid most of his face, and old work clothes hung off of him like loose skin. Glancing up, he caught me staring and waved broadly with one large hand. Not sideshow, mind you. Just big.

Lying behind him in the tall grass, a second effigy was barely visible, motionless and pale. The man waved again and took a step forward, obscuring the image.

I never saw her again.

I gave him a tentative wave. "Hi."

"Hello yourself, little raven." His mouth parted in a sideways grin, the timelessness of middle age draped about him like a cloak.

"I'm not supposed to talk to strangers."

Does it sound a little penny dreadful? It's hard to explain how natural everything felt, like something had finally fallen into place. There was nothing threatening about him, just a heat that felt as if it filled the yard. 

I wonder if that's what love at first sight is supposed to feel like, but I doubt it. Poets usually have more class.

"Wisdom beyond your years." He nodded, as if weighing my words. "Well… they've called me lots of things in my day, but you. You may call me—."

Well, you know. It's in the file, after all.

I won't say it. Not even here.

Then I nodded too, as if a deep and thoughtful secret had passed between us. "I'm Prose."

"What a beautiful name." There was something sad about him, a forlorn haunting in his eyes. In the moment I wondered where he had come from.

Even now, that's a question that's never really gone away.

"So we're not strangers?"

"Assuredly."

"What's up with Sarah?" I asked. She still hadn't moved.

"Sarah's playing possum," he said. "Don't you fret."

I shook my head, relieved. "Do you know how to play tea party?"

He glanced up at the house. "What else you got?"

And after that, we were inseparable.

Sarah never came back, but I didn't miss her. No one ever came around asking for her. I suppose I should have thought that a little weird, but then again I had another friend now.

Despite everything that's happened, all the lies, all the blood between us, I think I still do.

Poe forgive me.

If only Mom had left a note.








  
  

CHAPTER TWO


Where the Dead Fern Grows







The room is a mess of beige and brown. Institutional colors, I think, only because the paint is cheap. Our ceiling's the shade of rotting eggshells, and I let my eyes wander across the holes and crevasses like my own galaxy of constellations for almost twenty minutes. It's not hard to kill time when they make you take meds before shift change.

Over by the sprinkler head, my archer finds his pegasus, and they entwine into something greater, hungrier. Before it fully takes shape, there's a knock at the door.

Phoebe glances over. We rochambeau. Scissors beats paper, again.

A glance through the glass panel unveils Monique, who hollers through the door that Osgood needs me. I refuse to consider the panel a window. A window shows you things; all this panel reveals is a three foot by five section of cinderblock wall.

Dutifully, I put on a clean T-shirt as soon as Monique ducks out of sight, black with a green DHD and a skull motif, and slip out into the hallway. My tour of the Eggshell Galaxy can be put on hold, and an excuse to skip shift change isn't something to be taken likely.

Monique rolls her eyes at the metal shirt but steers me out into the dayroom. It's a wide and clear space with contractor-made furniture and high ceilings that reflect whispers. A wide flatscreen TV is mounted on the near wall and tucked towards the back is a dining area adjoined by an efficient little kitchen. Since Everbrook has a full cafeteria and kitchen staff that handles most of the meals, right down to county-approved snacks, the dining area's only for burnouts and ITLs. If you're Everbrook Strong, you'll never have to sit there, and the kitchen's only there for the sporadic occasions when the staff want to fire up the grill, fry quesadillas, or both.

As institutions go, it's just askance of prison.

Osgood's sitting in a plastic chair at the dining area, his briefcase tucked beneath him. A legal pad and a gleaming chrome pen rest on the table before him that he's promised to bequeath to me when we're finally through. He stands up when I enter and doesn't flinch, a tight little man in his late thirties, hair kept short like he's ex-armed-forces. My guess, that he has never confirmed or denied.

Not a bad egg for a click. This is visit sixteen.

"Hi, Prose." He breaks into a catalogue grin, and I have to remind myself that he's being paid to be here, "Are we good to talk here?"

He knows better. "Outside?"

Osgood makes a show of checking the weather, which is gorgeous, a clear Oregon autumn with the green slowly bleeding out of the world. Truth be told, it doesn't matter. He'd allow us outside in a blizzard if that was the only way I would talk. "I guess we can."

I barrel through the slider before he has a chance to finish. The breeze on my face feels good, tulips and pine, and he follows along behind me as I cross the little walkway to the 'Sip, a two-ambulance-wide sidewalk that stretches to the Admin building on one end and the gymnasium on the other. Tributaries spring off to the other lodges, each separated by genders and ages. Ours is the big house, Girls Intensive. Girls Adolescent & Junior Girls spring off behind me, and the corresponding boys' lodges are on the other side of the 'Sip.

No, I don't know why they call it that. I haven't found anyone that remembers.

The seventh building is the alleged victim of budget cuts. With no name, it now sits dark and vacant. The old-timer staff and repeat customers back up the financial woes angle, though Melyssa says that when she was little something really bad happened and they had to close it down. Melyssa makes dolls of her own hair, though, so let's not lose perspective.

We walk towards the field, a wide expanse of grass framed by tall stands of pine and Douglas fir who do their best to hide the dirty grey wall surrounding the complex. A looming skeletal man in a brown suit passes by, and Osgood gives him a professional nod before turning to me. "Do you want to sit down?"

"I think better when I'm walking."

"You mean casing the joint, right?" It's old banter, but there's a weariness to his voice I don't like.

"Any word on what's going to happen?" I change the subject. The clicks work for the county, and thusly with the court. What exactly their level of input is has been kept shrouded and Byzantine, but one would think it's more than lip service.

"You've got another hearing in two weeks." He shrugs. "They're still in the preliminary stages of your case. Any decision's a long way off."

I nod like I've been working in juvenile court all my life. "Right."

"If you've got any specific questions about it, you should speak to your lawyer. Right now, I'm here to talk to about you."

My lawyer's a frazzled public defender whose caseload is slowly crushing them to death. We've met once for five minutes. He doesn't return my calls. "Okay."

His legal pad steps in front of him like an aegis. "How are you doing?"

It's such a banal question that it's hard to hide my disdain. "I'm being given meds I don't want three times a day and forced to stay in my room for long stretches at a time. When I'm not, the food's terrible and it's a heavily monitored mixture of board games and movie nights as we wait for our futures to be decided by strangers. Shit's grand."

"How are you getting along with everyone?" Another question he knows the answer to. He's talked to the staff and teachers. Right now he's just establishing a baseline for how this conversation's going to go.

"Not." Which is true. Except for Phoebe, I don't try to connect with an ever-changing sea of faces, even if they weren't already freaked out by the Red Orphan.

I know their nickname for me, hear it shouted by morons at the cafeteria. Every now and again someone like Nelly gets in my face, tries to front like a well-timed boo wouldn't send them wetting themselves.

It helps to adopt a Gandhi-like stance. Non-violence, not the starving thing.

"Do you want to?"

"I just want to leave."

He nods and jots something down. My father could have watched his hand move and tell me what he'd written, but I'd never learned the trick. "How are you sleeping?"

"Like I've drunk deep of sweet nepenthe." The Poe went over his head, and I was a little disappointed. We'd been learning to joust with minor literary lances, but this time he hadn't even bothered to horse.

"Are you dreaming at all?"

"No." Lying this time. Of all the things I didn't want to talk about, the ever-changing kaleidoscope of nightmares was third on the list. I couldn't even blame the meds.

He raised an eyebrow. "No live organism can continue for long to exist under conditions of absolute reality."

Just when I thought he was out. "I love Shirley Jackson, Osgood, but that's not the problem here."

"Are you still seeing things?"

Left out of the sentence was that aren't there. "A little."

The pen flashes again. "Do you want to tell me about them?"

I start walking in a different direction instead. My steps take me towards the gym, and Osgood hurries to keep up. The battered doors are heavy but unlocked, and I step briskly through the foyer, past the meeting room, and towards the basketball court, no doubt funded in the heyday of America's economic boom. I can't imagine anyone signing off on building a full indoor basketball court for crazy kids in the austerity era.

The lights are out, giving the doorway the appearance of a gaping maw. Interstellar steps echo off the scarred hardwood beyond as I find the switch. The hanging overhead lights click on like luminescent stalactites, and in my head I hear the bats fluttering away.

Osgood looks a little flustered as I sit down on the row of bleachers, most likely uncomfortable at finding himself behind closed doors with a seventeen-year-old girl. There are rules for the staff about ever being alone with the clientele, and while he technically doesn't work for Everbrook, the fact that I've pulled him out of his glib comfort zone brings me the smallest amount of pleasure.

I scan the gym for signs of life, but we're on our own. Worn hoops hang from either side, college regulation, and the walls and floors are scarred from sixty years of adolescents. For no known reason, a small stage has been cut out of the north corner of the wall, its curtains currently drawn. What production you'd ever hope to put on here is beyond me, and now the space is just used for storage and surplus.

A small wooden door marked EMERGENCY EXIT blurs into the scenery in the northwest corner of the room. There are a number of doors out of the gym, and all but the ones out front lead directly to the legends and apocrypha of Everbrook: phantom showers, an old daycare, an old barracks-style bunkhouse before licensing stepped in. There's even supposed to be an attic, and one girl swore up and down the staff had taken her down to a bomb shelter. I've never snuck off to explore, much less verify. There's enough trouble here without going looking for it.

Osgood says something, and I snap back to attention. For a moment I thought I saw a head poke out from behind the black curtains of the stage, but this time I'm sure it's my imagination. I try to focus and hear him a second time.

"Can you tell me when they started scaring you?"


      [image: image-placeholder]I was seven. He'd been around already for years.

No, I'm not going to tell you about him. Right now? Try never. We talked about this.

We were in the brown house on the little hill. The woods in back had grown thicker, crept closer since he came.

There was still a lot of yarn left on the sweater at this point. Mom remained great, and her smiles lit up my heart like it was full of helium and birthday cake. After school we'd play games and watch reruns of old shows on Nickelodeon once I'd scribbled down my homework, and every week we'd take a trip to the library. It was like a spending spree, and we'd get Slurpees at the corner market and read new books sprawled out in the living room until Dad came home. My grades were rock solid, and there were already hushed whispers of college and careers. My dad was teaching English at Chapelwaite, wrote novels in his spare time, and was just coming off of his best-selling work to date, a book about a Washington lobbyist uncovering a government conspiracy called Shadow Players.

Mind you, best-selling to date was not the same thing as best-selling, but he was content to plug away as his readership grew, albeit glacially. He wasn't that Thomas Harden yet. I remember asking him what conspiracy meant, and he told me it meant that if book sales kept up, Bigfoot was going to be signing our checks. 

Maybe I'm remembering it wrong.

The night it showed itself was just like any other.

It was raining outside. Life in the PNW, right? The thick, dark clouds had shut out the moon and removed the stars. He'd been gone for four days then, which was rare but not unheard of. He never explained why or where he'd go, just "Matters need tending, little raven. See you soon." Most of the time it was a day, maybe two. Rarely longer.

Shit. I said I didn't want to talk about that.

Did he bring it? I don't know.

It would have explained so much.

It would have made hating him so much easier.

Anyway, I was in those wee thin minutes between going to bed and getting to bed. My room was a standard kid's sanctuary, with my little purple bed and posters thumbtacked to the wall. A bookcase that was already starting to swell sat next to the little desk my mother had bought at the Grange garage sale, but the real prize was hidden in the closet. Behind two folding slatted doors was a massive orange toy box, overflowing with blocks and action figures and dolls and stuffies and old crayons and drawings— you get it. In retrospect, it was almost certainly something my father had banged together with a couple beers and five minutes in the garage, but still. I loved it.

Yeah, I loved my toy box.

This still isn't about that.

After brushing my teeth, I padded down the hallway to my room, pulling the door shut behind me and crawling into bed through the dark by pure memory. Dad had encouraged that from early on, something about confronting my childhood fears.

Of being alone? Being in the dark? I don't know. I never asked him what he was afraid of.

Mostly, I think it was because he liked to watch old movies with the sound up after I'd gone to bed. His sole capitulation had been a night-light, a crystalline pixie in a glistening gown, purple wand casting a faint blue radiance across the room.

Under the covers for maybe a minute then, counting sheep and failing, I decided I wanted Harrison, my stuffed rabbit. I picked out a book from the shelf, The Witches of Worm, maybe, and snuck out of bed to pry open the closet doors. Something smelled different in there that night, earthy, but I connected it to the rain outside. By the dim glow of the nightlight, I started to rifle through my toy box, pushing aside old models and teacups. Then I saw it blink.

It was gone just as quickly, lost in the slurry of plastic and children's dreams. My hands jerked back of their own volition, and I took a deep breath to get a hold of myself. Maybe watching Creature of the Black Lagoon last week hadn't been such a great idea. 

Trying again for Harrison, I was brushing aside a scribbled crayon drawing when I revealed it. A face, shriveled and concave like a dried apple.

Its palsied eyes opened and fastened on me. My blood flowed to ice, and a hand slid from beneath a pile of old blocks, long nails clacking as it parted the detritus sea. It was cold as it seized my wrist, its palm like sandpaper.

Throwing myself backwards, I fell out of the closet. My head bounced off the leg of the desk. I could still feel the insect scratch of its flesh against my skin, and white lights dancing I rolled to my feet, shoving the closet doors shut as it began to emerge, toys dripping from its skin like water. Breath trapped in my throat, I shoved the little desk in front of those doors. I remember thinking as the stench grew worse that this couldn't be real, that I needed to wake up, just wake up.

When it pounded against the closet doors, I wanted him there so bad I said his name.

But he didn't come.

The thing slammed against the doors again, and they parted, just a crack, but then nothing. The room was icy still, but the reek of it had intensified, and I stumbled backwards to my bed. The silence in the closet grew almost painful. With my little flashlight I checked the corners, the crack between the bookcase and the wall, behind the dresser. Finally I got down on my little hands and knees and shone the light under the bed, waiting for that dried hand to clamp onto me and crush my wrist like paper.

Beneath the bed the shadows parted, and besides a second-grade science project, nothing was there but dust bunnies and the far wall. Warily, I got to my feet.

It snatched a claw down from the ceiling then, impossibly long, and yanked me up by my hair. I screamed, the stopper finally out of the bottle, and screamed and screamed and screamed as it lowered its wrinkled face to mine, breath like old tombs. Its eyes were black stones in cold fires.

Everything fell apart. The door burst open, my father yelling incoherently, and the thing hissed. Something snapped like bad elastic. A whisper, and then it was gone.

My father's hands were on my shoulders, alternately hugging and shaking me. A barrage of questions poured out of him that I couldn't answer, and I just sobbed until he held me close, his scent of sweat, cologne, and the hint of lager driving everything away. Mom stood silhouetted in the doorway, tears welling up in her eyes, and we went downstairs for cocoa and marshmallows, a rare and luxurious treat. Dad read me a story, then another, until I was asleep in the sanctuary of his arms.

In the morning we decided I'd been dreaming.

That didn't explain why Mom's eyes had flickered to the ceiling.


      [image: image-placeholder]Osgood chews on the base of his pen for a moment. I'm afraid to meet his eyes.

When he speaks, it is with the calm, measured tones of someone who doesn't want to get stabbed with his writing implement.

"Not a current episode, then. That's something. What do you think it was?"

"I don't know." The memory alone had kept me up at bedtime for a year, a sore tooth that needed just the slightest pressure to howl. "I don't know what they are."

"Do you think you see ghosts?"

"The ghost of a shriveled worm monster? Yeah, I'll check the historical record."

He pauses. I'm getting the feeling it's just for effect.

"Be honest, now. You did say that you'd gone to bed."

"Not a dream."

He sighs. "Of course, and no judgements. But no one else saw anything."

"That they told a seven-year-old about." I'd turned the night over and over in my head for the last decade. He wasn't going to point out any weak spots. "The furniture had been moved. The closet door was open."

"People can do fantastic things in their sleep." His pen twitches across the paper. "Cook meals, drive cars, crack safes."

"So you think I dreamt it." It's not a question, even though a fragile kernel of my heart hopes he's right.

It doesn't matter. At this point truth is as relative as nightmares.

"I didn't say that." He runs a hand through the thinning front of his hair. "We're just looking at possibilities."

"Right." I rise from the bleachers in a lithe burst. Osgood starts.

Does he think I'm going to run?

I grab a basketball off the rack, bouncing it to check its weak inflation. In a group home with a hundred kids, they have the shelf life of Easter eggs.

Osgood looks down at his notepad for a moment. "Have you seen anything else? Recently?"

My eyes involuntarily twitch towards the stage. There's someone behind the curtain, I almost say.

That's not going to speed up my chances of release, though, so I shake my head and try for a layup. The ball falls in with a reassuring swoosh.

"No more appearances by the Man?"

I stop in mid-layup. "What?"

"Do you want to tell me about him?"

I shake my head. "If you've read my file, you already know the answer."

"It's going to be necessary for your treatment, Prose. You've invested so much in this character, this Marmalade Man, but you've walled him off us completely."

"Free advice? Don't say that name." 

He shrugs. "I don't agree. You're not going to get better until you're willing to face what he represents. Until you're willing to talk about him."

"If I talk about him, he'll hear me." I bounce the ball over to Osgood. "If he hears me, he'll come. If he comes, someone dies."

"He came up twice today, even if you walk around the name. That brings us to---" he checks his notes. "-forty-three times, in total."

I shoot the ball again. It clanks off the rim. 

Osgood sighs. "So what, then? Is he coming for me?"

"Maybe. I hope not. For your sake."

"You're talking about him." He tries a jump shot that fails spectacularly. "Trust me. You just need to get deeper."

"Stop telling me to trust you. The implication is that you're lying. And I don't want him anymore. Sometimes lost things need to stay lost." I fetch his miss and lay it back in. ""I want to go back now."

We walk back down the 'Sip as a group of boys are coming in to appropriate the gym. One of them checks me out, then whispers to his friend. Spooky.

Word gets around.

Osgood drops me off in the Girls Intensive dayroom. It’s full of teenagers talking, playing games, Lo and the staff just within eavesdropping distance. Chapman rises from his chair by the back desk like a toad emerging from his pad, a pale man going to fat with the demeanor of a fading jock. His beady eyes graze over me and I groan. If Chapman's here, he's running the shift.

My click sets his briefcase on the table and shakes my hand, mumbling platitudes about my behavior to Chapman, who nods, not really listening. The click is an interloper in his pond, and Chapman can't wait to see the end of him.

Osgood presses the catch on his briefcase to slide his notepad back in, and I see it. A hardcover, jet black, red letters. Thomas Harden. I read. House of Razors.

With both arms, I've snatched up the briefcase, swinging it at Osgood even before I'm aware of acting. 

"You fuck! You want Red Orphan? I'll fucking give you Red Orphan!"

It smashes his nose with a wet crunch and sends his glasses scything across the room as I howl.

Bringing it back around, I catch him with a shot to the temple before he can raise his arms. I'm arcing it back for a third when the hands clamp down on my arms and I'm hoisted up and away. Furious tears burn my cheeks as I scream something else I can never take back.

Osgood's clutching his bleeding nose on the tile, his eyes the white of a deer in the middle of the road. The rest of the room falls burial silent as I'm wrenched away towards the blue seclusion room in the back.

All except for the big blonde, Nellie, who then spits on the carpet. "Crybaby."

"Settle down." Chapman growls it as I'm hauled through the big double doors and into the hall beyond. I can't even see who's touching me, and with a shove I'm stumbling into the padded space. The heavy door slams shut with a magnetic click, and I'm trapped with nothing but blue padding and my thoughts.

"Make good choices, Prose," someone drones from beyond the door.

If only I had some.








  
  

CHAPTER THREE


Touching Base







It's hours later when I wake up in my assigned bedroom. Old sunlight filters through the plastic curtains in a dull patina that creates shadow plays across the floor. From the angle of the light, it's late afternoon.

Still groggy, I try to sit up, wincing at the soreness in my back, my shoulders. Events replay themselves across a bone-white screen, and a dull fire kindles in my belly that I don't bother to quench.

House of Razors. House of fucking Razors.

I pull the thin sheet back over myself and try to go back to sleep. In the distance I can hear the voices of the other girls, watching movies or talking with conspiratorial tones from the dayroom, and I groan.

Crybaby. Cry, baby, cry. 

When knuckles rap against the door again, I realize what woke me in the first place. A muffled voice mumbles that I have a visit, and embarrassment turns to panic. "It's not the cop, right?"

I've only succeeded in confusing them. "Cop?"

"Detective Holcomb."

"Not unless your uncle's a cop, kid. Come on."

I wait for them to step away from the panel, then throw on the first outfit I can put together and step onto the hallway. A man's sitting on a plastic chair just across from my room, and I realize that I must be on some kind of punishment status, but that's at the back of my mind as I scamper into the public restroom and check myself out in the mirror. My dark hair's locked into insufferable tufts and wild animals, and the brush I grab from my hygiene box doesn't do much to tame it.

I try to pass for normal. Under the halogen lights, my eyes look tired and haunted, but there's nothing I can do about that now. Gloomily, I tell the stranger I'm ready. He gives me a tired smile.

I've seen him around maybe half a dozen times, but never caught his name. Neither does he offer it, which usually sets off alarm bells but today is the least of my problems. He probably works with the older boys but got stuck pulling a double shift. There's a lot of turnover here, only never for the minors.

My name is smeared in red on the dry-erase board, scrawled under the Teaching Level column.

Poe wept.

Escaping the dayroom with nothing more than bemused glances, I follow him down the 'Sip to the big building known as Control. Part administrative office, part nurses' station, part visitor center, the three-story building is more medieval keep than personnel center. 

Cheryl's behind the desk, and she offers me the reticent grin of someone who doesn't want any trouble as she asks me how I'm doing. I shrug and roll up my sleeve. They try really hard not to leave bruises, but a knot of yellow and green is already forming on the inside of my arm.

It's all she needs to know. Her disappointed eyes scan a logbook below my range of vision. I notice a couple of scattered clusters, single parents and children playing, chatting or outright flirting. What a place to pick up chicks.

A small girl sits alone in the corner beneath a plastic plant, a book open before her handmade sweater. There's a glint of silver iris as she looks away.

Cheryl clears her throat and buzzes my visitor in. Like an old gameshow, my excitable bachelor's about to come strolling down the aisle, but instead of lithe and devastatingly handsome I get mousy and exasperated. His hair's lighter than mine, a series of waves that end just below the frames of his glasses, and I give my uncle Mark a hug. He returns it, now thinner than I remember, and Cheryl directs us to a private room with a plexiglass wall. The stranger following me pulls up a chair and sits just outside the door, a low-grade haunting. I've had worse.

After a couple of false starts, Mark asks me how I've been.

"Wow, Mark. Week seven in residential care, but you want to know how's tricks?"

He turns a little red and pushes his glasses up on the bridge of his nose. "Easy, now. I'm on your side, remember?"

He's not who you're pissed at, I remind myself. It's not his fault.

Taking a deep breath, I catch the faintest hint of vanilla, and gooseflesh pricks my arms. "I just don't want to be here anymore. You know?"

"I get it. Rowan used flip out on me during my little trip inside."

I had almost forgotten. Whispered family lore had my smiling, carefree uncle being institutionalized when he was sixteen, the reasons for which had never been explained. That my parents would both bring it up when the bickering turned especially sour was reason enough to keep quiet.

"I was so—angry. But after the first week, I put the pieces together. You've got to play their game, Prose. Answer questions. Solve riddles. The progress is so slow it feels like nothing's happening, but then suddenly you'll wake up breathing free air again. The staff are only trying to help."

"No one grows tired of reminding me." I glance back at the door. The stranger is leafing through a magazine on his clipboard, pretending not to eavesdrop. It's an awkward look. "Help doesn't usually leave bruises."

"Sometimes it leaves scars." Mark leans in a little closer. "I'm jumping through the county's hoops on my end. Jump through yours, and we'll meet in the middle. Get you out of here."

"How does it look?" My court-appointed defender couldn't pick me out of a lineup.

"Preliminary." Mark pushes his bony hand back through his hair, and I realize how much he's aged. At some point his gawky post-adolescent self wandered out into traffic and died. "They're running background checks on me. Analyzing the apartment. Turning over rocks and pointing. The county's angling towards my lack of parenting experience and arguing that I can't support you, much less be responsible for someone with your, and I'm sorry, special emotional needs."

"Poe wept."

"On the plus side, it doesn't look like they're ready to charge you with anything. Yet. Some people don't seem very happy about it, either. If Holcomb or the other detective come back in, don't say a word to them."

"Mark, they're cops."

"To whom you've already given a statement. Their only job right now is to poke holes in it." He sighs, and how much he resembles a tired scarecrow chills me. "They're looking to put you away, Prose. For a long time. They're not your friends."

"Really?"

My sarcasm's lost on him. "Don't say anything without Baxter here. Promise."

"Fuck Baxter. But I promise."

Mark nods and reaches into his battered coat pocket. The man by the door leans forward, interested for the first time. Mark pulls out three paperback books. "To pass the time. We're going to get you out of here, Prose, but you have to do your part. Remember that."

The books go directly to the stranger outside the door, who riffles their pages and hands them back to me. No tabs of acid fall out, no hundred-dollar bills. I'm sure he's at least a little disappointed. I glance at their covers.

"I heard about today. That shit's going to keep you locked up in here."

"Language," the stranger says. He doesn't look up.

"It wasn't my fault, Mark." Something clenches inside me. "The click went behind my back. He read the book."

Mark shakes his head. "Everything you do in here goes to a judge out there. Mistakes will cost you months, Prose."

He's right, and it stings a little. Hot blood rushes to my cheeks, and I fight it back. I'm not going to cry in reception. "I just want to go home."

"And you will," he smiles, and rises to leave. It's a lie, but a sweet one.


      [image: image-placeholder]After we say our goodbyes, the stranger and I walk back to the Lodge. The silver-eyed girl watches us from behind the thick glass door, one palm pressed against it like a pale starfish abandoned in high tide. Something about her is troubling, and I walk a little faster.

The stranger might not know my backstory, and so I take a chance. "Do you see her?" I ask, looking back to Control.

He turns. "See who?"

"Nothing." It's irrational, I think, but my feet blur faster down the 'Sip. Magical thinking.

Osgood likes to hold court on that particular topic, more than a little smug as he retreats behind his degree. Challenge your thoughts, your paranoia, your fear. But there she is, the starfish still breathing softly against the glass. 

A guilty worm starts to wriggle inside my head.

I don't take my meds. Dad always said there's nothing wrong with someone that can be fixed with chemicals, which is kind of funny considering how things worked out, but feeling sleepy or bloated or constantly confused is just as appealing as it sounds. One of my bed's steel legs has a broken cap, and my pharmacopeia of wonder finds a home there more often than not. I'm up to a hundred little capsules, white and orange and somnolent blue piled against each other like exotic spices. Storing them serves no purpose, but it feels right just having them there.

In case of insanity, break glass.

The dayroom of Intensive Girls is thick with bodies as if they're staging an intervention. Nellie shoots me daggers, but everyone else only looks bored as I cross to the back hall and main desk. Chapman sits next to it like a toad on his pad, pleased with himself. His eyes fix upon the three books I'm carrying, and he pushes a folder with my name on it over to me. "Sign them in," he says, like this is Ellis Island, and I flip to my property log sheet and dutifully write their titles. Already done with me, he asks my haunting if he checked them for contraband.

"Do I have a one-on-one?" I ask.

"After what you pulled? What do you think?" he growls. "You're considered a danger to yourself and others until a clinician says different, kid."

I catch his eye, already turning back to the dayroom, and ask if I can put my books away. At Everbrook, it's always better to ask permission than beg forgiveness.

He nods, dismissing me, and I slip down to my room and stash them away in my closet. Phoebe's nowhere to be found. My haunting floats outside my door, careful not to enter. When I come back out, Chapman's in the dayroom, and he signals me to have a seat with one thick hand. I shake my head and point to my status on the board, for once a little thankful. A little crimson, he waves me off, either annoyed or embarrassed that he forgot. Chapman's not big on forgetting.

I walk back down to my room and seal the chamber as Chapman begins his group session, explaining the shift and what everyone would be doing, scores from the previous morning, behaviors and little rules that need polishing.

Everbrook is a bureaucrat's dream, with behavioral management down to the smallest decimal. Everyone's name goes on the board next to their honor level, either One, Two, or Three. Different levels have different privileges, and to lose them is to enter the dim world of Teaching Level. No groups, games, or television. Thirty minutes of recreation and a bedtime that a toddler would complain about. The Puritans had a wilder social life.

Spreading the paperbacks out on my off-white comforter, I try to decide between them when there's another knock on the door.

I appreciate the formality. Not everyone here knocks.

When it opens, I see my haunting's been transformed into Graham. The staffing switches happen a lot. When you get the red 1:1 next to your name, it means that they're waiting to see if your violence was just an episode or angling towards a whole series. Someone gets specifically assigned to watch you and make sure you don't eat your mattress. Staff stay within fifteen feet of you all day, a little spook on your shoulder, and they rotate without warning or feedback. It's disconcerting to have different people following you at all times. If you weren't paranoid before, welcome to your new complex.

Graham is holding a stack of paper and a little crayon, which actually makes me laugh out loud. "Really?"

Embarrassed, he shrugs. "Doctor's orders. Finish the packet and you move off of Teaching tomorrow."

I take the stack of paper and flip through it. It's a series of assignments, essay questions, and required reading. A small child might have written these.

Someone else I might have given a hard time to, but Graham has the apologetic eyes of a substitute teacher. He's younger than most, light brown hair in tightly glued spikes, and he gives me a little grin. "Take your time. And whatever you do, don't turn it in to Chap."

I nod and he shuts the door between us. Play the game, I think, but the stack of paper still goes on the floor.


      [image: image-placeholder]I come to slumped against the window, my neck and shoulder at a crooked angle against the brittle stucco. My legs are twisted beneath me against the wholesale mattress, one of them now completely asleep. One of the problems with cheeking your meds is that, even when successful, they still begin to dissolve. You end up taking low quality doses of whatever cocktail they have you on. Mine has Atavan, Zoloft, Halidol, and some other heavy hitters I'm still too foggy to name. Even in small quantities they strike like a velvet hammer if it takes you too long to spit them out.

A rustle of sheets next to me, and I look over at the opposite bed. Phoebe's laying on her stomach, feet crossed and kicking at the air. She's commandeered one of my paperbacks, and she pushes her bangs out of her face with a manicured finger. Her hair's night incarnate, one of those bob cuts from the twenties, when everyone said doll and clyde and acted like they were trapped in a Chandler novel. She catches me looking and twiddles her fingers. "Morning, Zelda."

"Don't call me that." I yawn, my back arcing. "What time is it?" 

"Little after seven." She sits up and nudges the papers with a foot. "Taking a break, huh?"

"Something like that." I get up to look through the door. Monique's sitting in the plastic chair this time, chatting with someone down the hall. Night falls, and now my watch begins.

Sitting up, I glance at the packet. The pages are still blank and willing them to be otherwise has been remarkably ineffective. "This sucks. It's like being trapped in the same day over and over. Like I've been here forever. Will be here forever."

"Nothing is forever." She smiles as she says it. Her left hand stays close to her hip, as if she were cradling a baby bird. "'Sides, you could do worse. Three hots. One cot. All the board games a girl could ask for. Plenty of male supervision."

Her eyebrows waggle at the last. I groan. "Ew. I'm fine."

"Are you?" Phoebe slides across the space between our beds and sits down next to me, pushing the hair out of my eyes. "Think about your answer, for real, and think about it hard. Yours is the only mind you're ever going to see the world from, kid. If you're okay, you'll know. If you think you're not, though—"

There's a knock before Steve enters. There's a greasiness to him that defies explanation, and I lean back instinctively. In a chino shirt and jeans, you can see the softening muscle of a faded athlete, blonde hair cut short to set off a narrow brow. His hands are huge, disproportionate, pink spiders that are constantly roaming and exploring. In one of them is a plate, the other a carton of milk. He sets them on the foot of the bed and takes half a step towards me. I will myself not to flinch.

"Dinner's up." His eyes are dirty ice by the side of the road. "Did you finish your packet yet?"

"This guy." Phoebe says to the room. He pays her no mind.

"No. I fell asleep." He makes a clucking sound, and I look past him, uncomfortable. Monique is still across the way, manning her post. "No rush. It'll be done by tomorrow."

"Good." He leans in closer. "You can't go around hitting people, kid, especially the staff. You want to get out of here, right?"

Out of this room, out of this building, out of your presence. "Yes."

He spreads his hands like he's just uncovered a great secret. His fingers cast long shadows against the wall like warped puppets. "There you go. Just play along, and everything will be all right. Don't make waves."

Does he know why I'm here? If he does, I wonder if he'd rethink that statement. There's a file somewhere with a case summary that would stand your hair on end. "Good talk."

"Yeah, now skidoo." Phoebe makes a flitting shoo gesture with one hand.

"I worry about you girls, that's all." He smiles like it hurts him and backs out of the room. Monique watches him go, eyes shrouded. I can't read her face.

Dinner is fish sticks and steamed vegetables, bread and butter on the side. The fish is salty and the vegetables bland. They still haven't figured out a way to screw up bread and butter, though, and I eat a few bites before my stomach begins to ache. Something with the meds, maybe. Phoebe watches mealtime behind the cover of a paperback.

I push the plate down to the foot of the bed and pick up the packet again. Phoebe grins. "You're really going to finish that?"

"Looks like."

"Please, dollface. You don't have to jump through that hoop," she says. "Your Man would say the same thing."

It's the wrong thing to say, and my face must show it. She tries to finish. "All I'm trying to say is that playing their games might not be as important as you think. There's more than one way to skin a cat."

"Meow," I say, and get started. 


      [image: image-placeholder]My eyes snap awake. I'm a light sleeper, always have been, exiting the land of Nod at the slightest provocation. It made it a real bitch for my father to play Tooth Fairy. After the first few times I'd caught him heavy-footed, he'd given up on the tiptoeing around and began wearing a green tutu for the occasion. He'd even purchased a tiara.

The memory, pure and clear as spun sugar glass, throbs painfully in my chest, but then there's the noise again. Muffled voices, the brief flicker of a flashlight, and I sit upright, A glance outside the window shows only the dark, deserted hall, so I tiptoe over to the door. There's something odd about other people sneaking around that makes one try to outmatch them,

I raise an eye to the panel, standing a few feet back to keep my face in the dark. The only light is from the desk in the hallway, and the black sockets of the other doors stare out into the void. Right now, the whole Lodge could be up with me, peering out. Watching.

Chapman walks by, a kraken breaching the surface, and I take another step back. He's got a battered logbook in one hand, trailing down lines with one pudgy finger. Angel is behind him with a flashlight, a weathered old member of the night staff that could pass for Danny Trejo after a wildfire. He slinks by without a glance in my direction.

Over his shoulder in the far corner of the hall, a dark smudge by the fire door, is Marmalade, his pale jaw a sickle of bone beneath the black wide-brim hat, his faded work clothes blending him into the lightless stone. Without a word he rushes them. I have time to think Osgood, what have you done? before his long fingers curl around Angel's chin and pull, hearing the snap of dry cartilage, the old man hitting the floor, the door slamming open as he comes for me.

Little raven, he says, the scent of vanilla filling up the room as his arms coil around me. We're all down here in the dark together.

I shake my head. My heart is thudding wildly in my chest, and the far end of the hall is empty, no man in black buried in the dark. Did I just drift off?

Somehow I'm still on my feet.

Leaning closer to the window, I can make out a huge man sitting at the desk, three hundred pounds or more compressed into a hoodie sweatshirt and baggy jeans. I haven't seen him before, and he whispers something to Chapman upon his return that the latter doesn't like. Chapman barks a stage whisper at him, and the big man starts walking in my direction. Dimly the teaching level comes back to me, the 1:1, and I slide from the window to beneath my sheets with liquid grace. There's just time to close my eyes before the room light flickers on and off, a random starburst. I had forgotten the bed-checks.

A count to ten, and I wander back to the window, every nerve singing. They're going through the contact sheets now, everyone's court-approved family and friends, and Angel mumbles something to Chapman. It dawns on me that this is strange, Chapman here so late, but then he looks up from his papers. His eyes pierce the darkness. Somehow he finds me.

Angel mouths two words to him, and the spell is broken. Darting back beneath my sheets, I pull the comforter over my head. Dawn seems a long way away, and I gaze up at the Eggshell Universe, willing myself to be back amongst the stars.

Two words. She's gone.


      [image: image-placeholder]Graham's behind the big desk, a styrofoam cup of coffee cooling by his elbow. The sheaf of papers comes apart before him in the bustle of the hallway, half a dozen girls going about their morning rituals, but somehow his focus doesn't waver.

"You put a lot of time into this."

It's not a question, but I nod anyway. Most of it was multiple choice with some light reading comprehension thrown in for balance. A lot of the pages had been filled with cartoons.

My pride isn't exactly fluttering.

"I've never had anyone quote Orwell in their teaching packet," he says, and staples the mess back together. It gets dropped into a plastic file folder in the big pull-out drawer, and just like that it's locked away forever. "You know how this works?"

I shrug, trying to remember what someone might have once told me. I haven't seen Phoebe all morning, and her absence makes everything a little grayer. "I move up?"

"You move up, but you stay back here for breakfast. Your one-on-one stays until the county clinician sees you and takes it off, but you'll get to go to Academy."

In other words, someone would be following me around until Osgood told them to stop. The Academy is what passes for school here, a gray stucco building where not stabbing your neighbor with a pair of play scissors is worthy of an A. Supposedly the tiny classes of remedial work count as high school credits, but I think Miskatonic is the only college they'd get you into. "My heart soars."

He ignores the sarcasm and takes a question from a delicate girl a little younger than I am. Taking the cue, I grab my hygiene bag and run through the essentials. Sandy follows along behind me, a tiny, sincere woman with green eyes too large in her elfin face. "Good job finishing your packet so fast," she says. It sounds genuine as I step into the communal bathroom. Everyone gives me a wide berth at the sink.

"It's not a big deal," I say. Praise of any kind makes me uncomfortable, and I start brushing my teeth.

"To you, maybe," Sandy continues from the doorway. "Not everyone accepts their consequences."

Was she here yesterday? I glance down at her little hands, wondering if they had been part of the set that had hustled me off to the blue room, if her little fingers had left the bruises on my arms.

Not that it would have taken much. Hell, I've always bruised easily.

A half-dozen girls have already cleared out, lining up to go downstream to the cafeteria. It sounds lame, but like everything else here it's an experience you have to earn. If Everbrook has taught me one thing, it's that anything can be transformed into a privilege.

I spit into the sink. "I shouldn't have hit him."

Sandy nods, and I set about trying to tame my hair. Today it's a battle, and I finally settle for just tying it back before putting my things away and walking out into the Lodge. The dayroom has the vodka smell of industrial sanitizer, empty except for the delicate girl and a raven-haired toughie who came in yesterday, Harkness or Darkness or something. Both are sitting at the table, separated by a plastic chair. Lo's unassuming at his perch in the hallway, his back to the desk as I sit.

We don't say anything as we wait for breakfast to arrive. Harkness keeps glancing over my shoulder at Sandy, who's probably haunting me from a couple of yards back. Up close her bottle-black hair frames a face that's all angles with a jaw that looks like it could take a punch. There's a fresh bruise under her right eye and she's cut the sleeves off her t-shirt. I'm guessing it's not her first tour here.

It's been six weeks, though, and I realize I really don't know any of girls.

Harkness gives up the ghost first. "Is it true?" she asks in a stage whisper. "Not judging."

"Is what true?" By the way everyone inches forward, it's the elephant in the room.

"You know."

"Yeah, I hit Osgood a couple of times. Not my proudest moment."

"Not that. The real question." She waggles her thin eyebrows conspiratorially. They look like shadows against the pale milk of her skin. Her black hair's cut short, pretty in a goth-Peter-Pan kind of way. "Red Orphan."

"It's okay." The delicate girl leans forward as well, her green eyes striking against the warm sienna of her skin. Her thin bones could be made of porcelain. "We all have our secrets."

"I'm not supposed to talk about the case." I'd seen an episode of Bones where the defendant's cellmate had been an informant, another of Law and Order where the cellmate had been an undercover cop. Neither had ended well for the blabbermouth.

"But of course." The delicate girl put her hand on mine, and I jerked it away. There was something unwholesome about the heat of her touch, the feathery lightness of her hand. "What other secrets do you have?"

Harkness looked at her funny, which was a relief. For a moment, I wasn't sure that anyone else could see her. "She doesn't want to talk about it. That's fine. Plenty of other chatter on the wire."

The delicate girl smiles, thin-lipped. Her teeth are very long. "Common knowledge is so— common."

Uncertain, I nod. The smell of Sandy's coffee is driving me crazy, and I'd wrestle Hemingway for a cup right now. "Did either of you wake up last night? Hear a noise?"

"Sinatra?" The delicate girl laughs, a tinkling of damaged bells. Harkness glances over my shoulder at Sandy, who I can only imagine looks none too pleased with this turn in the conversation. The delicate girl's voice drops to a whisper. "Did you see his eyes?"

"What?"

"It's our resident ghost story," Harkness explains, but the other girl shushes her with a wave of her finger.

"Made of dark, and tone so true. You'll know if he's been watching you," the delicate girl intones, dropping her voice. She lets her eyes roll back in her head for emphasis. "Claws of ice, and eyes of gold. Where he takes you's never told."

A chill ran up the nape of my neck. I wasn't sure if it was how weird the delicate girl was being or that someone had bothered to construct a folk poem. "Give me a break. It has a nursery rhyme?"

Vanessa nods. "He's been here forever. I heard it from an older girl when I was in juniors, who heard it when she was little from someone in Intensive Girls, who heard it— well, you get the idea. He's this flowing black mass, like an ink stain on the world, only with these piercing yellow eyes. He'll serenade you before he comes and takes you away. I've heard that when staff find what's left of them, they just clean it up and say that the kids ran away. The price of doing business. Too bad, so sad."

"She's being dramatic." Harkness shoots her a look that says tone it down. "Every institution has its spooks."

"And every ghost story its tragedy." She folds her hands, birdlike on the table in front of her.

"It wasn't— whatever the hell you're talking about," I say. "The night staff were running around with flashlights. The taxpayers would go nuts if they were playing ghost hunters."

"Maybe Chapman was looking for the stick up his ass," Harkness grins, and shrugs at whatever glare Sandy's giving her. "What? Guy's kind of a jerk. No, Yesenia ran last night."

"Or was taken," Vanessa says sweetly.

"Girls, change the topic." There's a thread of irritation in Sandy's voice that threatens to become a tapestry.

"We're not being disruptive, are we?" The delicate girl smiles again, sharp enough to shave with. "Just three sisters, having a conversation. Civil as can be."

I think of the walls, grey and stretching tall. How could you just go over?

"Doesn't matter, Sandman. She's not the first, won't be the last." Harkness puts her elbows on the table and stretches. "Reed blew out two months ago, Maddy the month before that. Us teens get itchy feet."

Sandy doesn't say anything, but the tension's welling behind me. I blurt it out before my rationale smothers it. "How do you get out?"

"Old state secret," Harkness pushes back from the table. "Fire tunnels below the gym. Put there so that there'd be a way past the walls if the place burnt down. Get the keys, make the right turns, and there's a hatch that drops you off on the other side."

"That's enough," Sandy says. "Let's go, Prose."

"How do you know?"

"Been here long enough," Harkness says. "Off and on the last two years. Vanessa here's been around longer than that. You pick up a thing or two."

"Now." Sandy's will is a physical force that's pushing me towards the hallway. Her glower power is awesome to behold.

"You need anything else, hit me up. It's not like it's an achievement, cycling back and forth between foster homes and bad ideas. When I turn eighteen they'll wash their hands of me." Harkness shrugs. Her eyes don't match her words.

Sandy's directing me back to my room, even though I'm not the one speaking. The food comes in behind her, smelling of pancakes, syrup, and institutionally scrambled eggs. I follow directions, not needing the friction, and Vanessa brightens right before the door shuts. "You would have liked Reed, Spooky. You're even in the same room."








  
  

CHAPTER FOUR


The New Click





The Academy was everything you'd think it would be, and I was back in my room reading Agatha Christie by three. Off of 'teaching level', there's yet another day before privileges are restored, meaning I don't have to work but also have zero to do. Minus the paperbacks, I'd be yellowing the wallpaper. 

For a place designed to help you, so much of it only made me feel sick.

The group of strangers had just landed on the island when I hear a knock. I look over for Phoebe but she's wandered off. The timing is weird, and I smell something like burnt copper as I put the book down and answer it.

Lo's waiting outside. Though there's a snowdrift of white piling up at his temples, his face is unlined, almost like a child's. I chalk it up to a lack of stress. "You're still on your one-on-one, right?"

Not sure if he's actually asking, I nod. In the six weeks I've been here, I've gotten the measure of most of the regular staff, and Lo is by far the most laid-back if not completely detached. For him, if it's above the bare minimum necessary to stay employed, it's not happening.

In a way, it's endearing. No pressure to fix things, no inkling to save the world. If you're copacetic, he's more than happy to let things keep going how they're going.

"Cool, cool." He looks back at the desk. Chapman sits in front of it, thick arms folded. "Your clinician's here."

"Shit." He's unperturbed. "Sorry. I'll be out in a minute."

My socks stay practically glued on at all times, a testament to my mistrust of industrial carpet, but I slip my shoes on at the slowest rate possible. An apology would be in order, at the least, if not full prostration. 

Poe wept.

Yesenia's room is being cleared out on the way, her belongings stuffed into green nylon laundry bags, sealed shut with masking tape, and tossed into a wide white laundry cart. Harkness gives me a grin from the couch, a controller in her hands. Bright lasers and alien carnage flash by on the screen in front of her. Some of the other girls give me scowls.

I turn back to Lo. "Where is he?"

Lo shrugs and turns back to Chapman. Chapman sighs and points to the door. "Right there."

The light is behind the standing man, shining through the paneled window by the front door. He is immensely tall, six-six or better, but what stands out about him is his unhealthy leanness. If he turns sideways, he might disappear.

"Osgood's my click. That's not Osgood."

"No more." There's an accent in there, Eastern European, maybe, but exactly what it is had always been my mother's trick. To me, everyone sounded like they were from one of four places.

He takes a step closer, and I'm stricken by the gauntness of his features, his sunken cheeks leaving eye sockets deep and retreating. A black fedora sits atop his closely-cropped hair, and a graying handlebar mustache serves as an odd accoutrement to his conservative features. Where Lo's features are almost childlike, his are those of an ancient, the face of a brooder prone to plotting.

His eyes are chips of flint that survey me dispassionately, "I am Dr. Svara. I will be taking over for Osgood." The clinician says the last with a touch of distaste that borders on the bizarre.

"No," I hear myself saying. "I see Osgood."

"Alas, your case has been transferred to me." Svara murmurs. He pivots to the door. "Please, let us talk outside."

I look around the room for help. The scowling girls are watching me expectantly, and Nellie mouths to another drama queen. Harkness rolls her eyes and waves her controller at me to just get on with it. By the desk, Chapman is showing enough emotion to qualify him as asleep. "Fine," I grumble, and follow him out.

Outside, the air has already started to cool, and dry leaves blow down the 'Sip. The wind smells of smoke and Douglas firs refusing to die. A weird impulse compels me to just take off running.

Maybe the gym story's true. Once outside I could call Mark from a store, get him to pick me up.

We could just disappear.

But the thought's ridiculous. I don't know where the tunnel is even if it were real, and besides being the first place they'd check, Mark has less of a chance disappearing than the Statue of Liberty. The way Dad always talked about him, he was only marginally an adult, bouncing around from one dead-end gig to another, staying afloat through goodwill and a network of friends that wouldn't let him drown. How the court was going to appoint him a caregiver was a question I hadn't liked to ask myself, because he was all that was left.

Svara clears his throat behind me, snapping me back to the moment. He gestures to a small wooden structure next to the Lodge that could arguably be a gazebo. "We can speak here."

"I really prefer to walk and talk." I struggle to find a reason. "It's relaxing."

"Osgood must have thought you, mmm— very relaxed."

This isn't going well. "Somewhere else, then. It's too close—" to home, I almost say, and catch myself. The thought is so alarming that my eyes begin to water, a knot in my stomach tightening and intense. In that moment I miss my parents fiercely. "—To everyone else. I don't want them to know my business."

"Very well. The field, then. There are many places there." The doctor nods sagely. He would have to put on twenty pounds to look vampiric.

"Thank you." I force it out and start walking, each stride a tug on the knot in my stomach.

Watch your words. This one's different.

Osgood had been easygoing, playacting with the idea of us becoming pals. Svara does not seem to care for the illusion.

I hear Lo breathing behind us as we pass the other Lodges. Boys are outside playing basketball on a plastic hoop, younger girls on another patio coloring figures in with chalk. The world seems so normal, so reasonable that I feel another pang of homesickness.
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