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​CHAPTER ONE
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1979

HIS NAME WAS PERRY Griffin, but before he'd learned the proper way to pronounce it, he'd simply run it together into one word: Per-grin, which as the years went by mutated into Peregrine in the mouths of all who repeated it. Annoyed at first by what he considered a ridiculous title, it wasn't until he realized what the name meant that he stopped trying to dissuade people from using it. An awkward child, he found the image of the bird of prey that came to mind whenever someone addressed him to be somewhat bolstering, and more than a little cool. The christening of this new name, then, officially took place on his eighth birthday, when his mother presented him with his cake. Amid the twisted turrets of icing was a picture of a falcon in flight, its body skewered by dripping birthday candles, talons bared as it prepared to snatch its meal. Written in white icing across the cake was: HAPPY BIRTHDAY PEREGRINE. From then on, only the teachers at his school would insist on using his birth name. Everyone else used Peregrine, which the boy discovered meant "traveler," and though his ambitions of seeing beyond the woods in which he lived had not yet graduated beyond a mild curiosity, it would not be long before he was forced to live up to his name.
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​CHAPTER TWO
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PEREGRINE DIDN'T BELIEVE in ghosts, but only because he had never seen one. He heard the stories, of course, and sometimes lay awake attributing the chorus of night-sounds below his window to the wanderings of the dead, but always in the morning he would feel silly. The dead stayed dead, he knew. His mother had told him so and she had no reason to lie. The topic was occasionally broached in their house, but seldom discussed in-depth because for Peregrine, thinking about ghosts forced him to think of death, and that was infinitely more terrifying than anything that he might hear rustling around in the dark. So far as he knew, there was no proof that ghosts existed anywhere outside the realm of the campfire, but the reality of death could not be denied. It was a shadow the sun would never chase away, and the awesome inevitability of it terrified the boy to the core of his being. 

Despite his convictions, however, he awoke one gloomy overcast morning to find a ghost sitting in the kitchen. 

At least he assumed she was a ghost, for she would not look at him, but continued to stare at a point somewhere east of the window overlooking the woods. When he spoke to her, she did not answer, and after a prolonged moment of indecision, Peregrine went to his mother's side and shook her. She was cold. Still she did not move, or acknowledge his presence. She just stared, her rocking chair frozen in mid-swing by the heel of her tattered gray slipper. Frightened, the boy followed her gaze but saw nothing he deemed worthy of such intense focus. 

He spoke; she ignored him. 

He wept; she was silent.

A newspaper sat folded on the table, with only the word 'MURDER!' visible above a grainy photograph and lines of tiny print. On the stove, the pots and pans were cold, the customary smell of bacon and eggs absent from the air. There was only the smell of woodsmoke as the embers of last night's fire hissed and spat, as if to assure the curious that there was life in its ashen bones yet.

Beyond the window, low purplish clouds rolled over the woods, rumbling. A flock of Canadian geese honked their way across the bruised pallet of the sky, plowing forth through a strengthening wind as lightning made dark veins of the trees.

Peregrine swallowed, panic clawing its way up his throat. "Mom?"

She didn't answer. He was beginning to feel as if he'd woken up in a strange house, or a nightmare. He wished for the latter, because all nightmares had to end eventually.

His mother hadn't combed her hair—a lapse in her strict daily routine that only reinforced his unease. Her eyes were wide and bloodshot, as if she hadn't slept. A part of him he had to struggle to ignore wondered if she was dead, if she had seen him to bed last night then come downstairs to sit in her favorite chair and die. She had certainly been quiet and sad enough over the past few weeks, ever since The Man left. Maybe the sadness had stopped her heart?

The mere thought of such a thing almost stopped his own.

Gently, so as not to startle her if she was simply lost in a fanciful daydream, he put his slim fingers on the arm of her chair, pausing when the pressure made it creak forward a notch. He hoped the movement wouldn't hurt her heel, braced as it was against the runner. Breath held, he drew close enough to her to notice that only the faintest scent of perfume lingered on her skin. Another ritual missed. She always squirted some on her neck just before she made him breakfast. Eggs and bacon, usually. Sometimes waffles, if he had done something to make her proud.

But there were no waffles this morning, and he couldn't remember the last time he'd made his mother proud, couldn't remember the last time he'd seen her smile. Ever since The Man left, slamming the door and leaving only a waft of whiskey, cigarettes, and sweat in the air behind him, she hadn't been herself.

Peregrine had done everything he could think of to cheer her up, but nothing worked. As the days passed and The Man didn't return, her face grew so tight and pinched he gave up trying to make her smile for fear it would split like an overripe melon.

The chair creaked again and his heart leapt. He leaned closer, listening for the reassuring sound of her breathing, then gently, gently, pressed his ear to her chest.

When he didn't hear the slightest sound, he almost screamed, but before the horror could claw its way out, a dull thud sounded and he lunged forward, forgetting his concern for his mother's foot in favor of confirming what he hoped and prayed he'd heard.

Thudump.

He smiled.

Thudump.

Allowed himself to breathe.

Thudump.

"Mom?" he whispered and drew back to look into her wan face.

She was no longer watching the wall. Her eyes had found him. He was almost overwhelmed with relief. She's alive. 

"Mom?"

Her eyes were still glassy, but at least she'd shown some sign that she could see him. She was not a ghost, after all.

"Mom?" he said again, wishing more than anything that she would answer, even if only to tell him to shut up. "Can you hear me?"

But to his disappointment, she frowned, just a little, and her gaze returned to the wall.

I should call a doctor, Peregrine realized. She's sick. There's something wrong with her. Why won't she talk? 

Although she hadn't spoken much at all after The Man walked out, she had at least moved and said a word here and there to him. She had continued to make him breakfast every morning, even though he could tell she didn't want to. 

Secretly, he was glad The Man was gone. He remembered waking in his bed one night with the realization that it had been weeks since he'd last heard voices coming through the wall from his mother's bedroom. No voices, no booming laughter, no crying, no tortured squeaking of the bed, or moans, or animal grunting. Just quiet. Peregrine liked that just fine. He wouldn't be so tired in the mornings anymore after being kept awake by those godawful sounds; he wouldn't have to lie awake at night staring at the shadows the moon cast through the trees, wondering what peculiar things his mother and The Man were doing in her room. Wondering if The Man was hurting her. He wouldn't have to wait in bed in the mornings until he heard the sound of The Man's car starting up. 

No, he didn't miss The Man at all. He'd rarely set eyes on him, but the glimpses he'd caught had been enough—a bearish man who wore large overcoats that only served to make him seem even bigger; hair long, dark and unruly; spade-shaped face with coal-dark eyes glaring out above a bulbous nose and worm-like lips.

But mostly it was the smell of him that bothered the boy. Whenever The Man showed up, the house filled with a sickly sweet smell so pungent Peregrine had to sleep with his face buried in the pillow. Even after the man was gone, the smell would linger for days afterward, as if there were dead flowers somewhere inside the walls.

Peregrine had learned not to ask about his mother's "guest" after his one and only inquiry had inspired her to knock out his two front teeth and chip a third with the edge of a frying pan.

His father was gone, and now The Man was gone too. He only had the faintest recollection of what his father had been like, but he missed him, if only because he had to have been better, and kinder, than the monster his mother had let into their house.
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