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To Heidi, Maude, and Ford
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I’ve died more than once in my life.


Some can spin plates on sticks, some can go around Pebble Beach at even par, but few have as many stamps in their afterlife passport as me. It’s a gift, I suppose, though not one I’d wish on anyone.


There will be one more crossing over for me, just as there is for all of us. But most can’t tell you what awaits you there, and even I can only report on what I’ve seen myself, because whether you’re meant for the penthouse or the boiler room, it’s a place of your own making. Paradise or Hades, heaven or hell—they’re custom made.


I know because I’ve been to both.


—The Damned, by Danny Orchard




PART 1
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The After
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My name is Danny Orchard. It might ring a bell. I wrote a book a while back, a memoir of my near-death experience. A surprise, top-of-the-list bestseller from the moment it first appeared. Twenty-seven languages and fourteen years later, I still catch people reading it on the subway. I never introduce myself to tell them the story’s mine.


It’s made me an authority of a sort. A death expert. One of those third-tier celebrities who is invited to give after-dinner speeches at dentists’ conventions and service club fundraisers, a public figure who comes cheaper than a Super Bowl quarterback and has a more interesting story than a retired senator. Everyone remembers that spot I did on 60 Minutes when I showed my mother’s Omega watch—the book’s evidence that heaven is real—and Morley Safer’s eyes seemed to well up.


My book can make one other claim, namely its inspiring the formation of the Afterlifers, a community for those who’ve traveled to the other side and returned. You’d never guess how many of us there are out there. The last time I checked there were a dozen chapters across North America and a handful in Europe and Asia, too, each group meeting on a monthly basis to discuss the effect of NDEs on members’ lives, marriages, beliefs, work. They get together in the usual cheap, disheartening venues: church basements, HoJo conference rooms, linoleumed community centers. It’s like AA, except with booze.


I used to get asked all the time to be a guest at one of their gatherings in Miami or Toronto or Amsterdam or L.A., and sometimes I’d accept if they paid my way, but mostly I claimed to be too busy “working on something new.” A lie. The fact is, I’d had more than my fill of tearful recollections of angels taking the form of beloved first-grade teachers or the feelings of joy someone had in seeing their dearly departed, haloed and at peace, telling them not to be afraid.


Because it’s not always like that.


Sometimes, you should be afraid.


Still, it was a habit I couldn’t shake, like putting on a tie and going to church on Sunday, and for years I attended the monthly meetings of the local Boston chapter. I sat at the back and almost never spoke to the group, a priestly figure the other Afterlifers tended not to bother once they’d had their dog-eared copy of my book signed.


“So why do you come?” the chapter’s leader, Lyle Kirk, once asked me as he tossed a twenty onto the bar for the beers we often found ourselves drinking after a meeting. “Why show up if you’ve got nothing to say?”


I surprised myself by telling him the truth.


“Because you’re the only friends I have,” I said.


Followed by a thought I didn’t say.


And you’re not even really friends.


Lyle was a good guy, though, a Revere contractor who specialized in eaves troughs, manageably alcoholic, his nose a burst kernel of popcorn in the center of his face. His heaven was a bit unusual. An eternity spent rolling around on the grass, a diapered infant being tickled by the family dog as it licked spilled applesauce off his belly.


“To each his own,” he’d said with a shrug at the end of his presentation.


One night, four months ago, I sat in the corner of the banquet room of a Cambodian restaurant on Beacon Street. Maybe a dozen or so Afterlifers in the chairs in front of a lectern with crackly speakers built into its base, the mic unnecessarily on, so that every voice was turned to ground sand. And what did the voices talk about? Heaven stuff, for the most part. Repeating their tales of a glimpsed Forever. The sailboat trip with Mom. The hand-holding walk on the beach with a dead husband. The football game where the Hail Mary pass is caught every time. When Lyle asked if I’d like to speak I declined as usual, saying I was just there to offer support. But these people didn’t need support. They needed to get on with their lives before life was taken away from them and that walk on the beach was all they were left with.


Lyle was about to close the meeting when an arm went up.


An elderly woman smelling of clothes left too long in airless closets, sitting directly in front of me. She asked if there was time to tell her story. Lyle told her there was always time for someone who “knows what you know, sweetheart.”


It took her a while to make her way to the front. Not just the coaxing of an arthritic hip slowing her down but some deeper reluctance. When she turned we saw it wasn’t shyness. It was everything she could do to make the crossing from her fold-out chair to stand before us because she was quite plainly terrified.


“My name is Violet Grieg. My experience is a bit different from yours,” she said.


Her skin lost all its color in the time it took to speak these two sentences, the circles of rouge on her cheeks standing out like welts.


“Our father,” she started after a full minute, then paused again. I thought she was about to recite the Lord’s Prayer. I even lowered my eyes to join her in it. “When he was alive, our father was what everyone called ‘a good man.’ He had that kind of face, that kind of laugh. A family doctor up in Skowhegan where we grew up—delivered babies, doled out the pills. ‘Your father’s a good man,’ they’d say. But what in the good goddamn did they know?”


She shouted this last part. A furious blast into the mic that turned into a shriek of feedback.


“How can you tell a good man from bad if you don’t live with him, if you don’t have to trust him?” she went on when the noise had retreated. “A good man. It was an act! ‘I’ll just go upstairs to say goodnight to the girls,’ he’d say. Our mother never stopped him. It was just my sister and I who … knew what he really was.”


She made what I thought was a move to return to her seat, but it was only a step back to shake her head. A dizzy spell, or sudden chill. When she spoke again her voice had lowered to an unsettling growl.


“I tried to kill myself a year ago. But suicide—that’s a sin. That’s what the good book says. It’s a law.”


One of the Afterlifers got up and left, gesturing at his watch as if he had somewhere else to be.


“I was dead and gone,” Violet Grieg went on, her eyes fixed over our heads at the room’s back door, as if expecting someone to enter. “Taken to a place where the most terrible things I’d known happened over and over. It would’ve been like that forever except this world decided it wasn’t through with me yet. I came back. And now I see him all the time. Hear him, too. Coming up the stairs to wherever I try to hide. Wherever I go, he follows.”


Her forehead shone with sweat. The skin over the knuckles gripped to the lectern’s sides so thin I expected it to tear open, easy as tissue paper.


“I’ll stick a chair under the doorknob, lay pillows against the crack under the door so I don’t have to see the shadow of his shoes. I’m like a kid again. Lying in bed. Trying not to move, not to breathe. Watching him walking back and forth like he’s looking for a key to open the door. Sometimes he does.”


Lyle glanced back at the rest of the room with a seasick grin of apology. One of the fluorescent lights near the front started flickering. A strobe that lent Violet Grieg’s face the waxy stiffness of an antique doll.


“‘Only a ghost,’ my sister said, but I told her no, it isn’t that. It’s different. It’s more,” she said, her hands shaking the lectern so badly the woman sitting directly in front of her slid her chair back a foot.


Then the shaking stopped. Her eyes fixed on something at the door behind me. Something I didn’t see when I turned to look.


“When I died and came back I brought my father with me,” she whispered. “Unlike you people, when I passed, I went the other way. I went down. And that man … that filthy sonofabitch put his arms around my neck and hitched a ride all the way up!”


That’s when she fell.


Even though I was the farthest away, I was the first to reach her. Throwing some chairs aside, jumping over others.


By the time I knelt next to her and slipped a hand under her head she was already coming around. When her eyes rolled back into focus I could see how all the rage had drained out of her, leaving her trembling and boneless.


“You’re going to be okay, Violet,” I told her. “Just a little fall, that’s all. You’re going to be fine.”


She looked up at me and I knew that she’d come here as a last hope, and that hope was now gone.


I felt I knew something else, too.


It was her father she’d seen at the back of the room.


After the paramedics came and she held my hand all the way on the gurney ride into the ambulance, Lyle and I headed down the street to O’Leary’s, where he ordered a round of Jameson shots.


“Thanks for coming tonight,” he said as we clinked glasses, the whiskey dribbling over our fingertips. “Sorry about that one at the end, though. Jesus.”


“Not her fault.”


“’Course not. Just, those ones—I think of them as Underworlders more than Afterlifers, y’know? They tend to bring the mood down a few notches.”


“Demons will do that.”


“Holy shit, Danny. You believed her?”


“I’m speaking figuratively.”


“Yeah? Well, she sure as hell wasn’t.”


Lyle raised an index finger to the bartender to signal more of the same.


“What about you? You’re the expert,” he went on. “You’re the guy. What do you know about that stuff?”


“Nothing, really. But I’ve thought about it more than a few times. Who hasn’t?”


“I suppose,” Lyle said, not liking where this was going all of a sudden.


“Just follow me for a second here. Most people’s NDEs are positive experiences, right? Or maybe mysterious. A little troubling at worst. ‘Go toward the light!’ versus ‘Don’t go toward the light!’ At the end of the day, what difference does it make?”


“The light’s going to take us eventually.”


“That’s right. For most of us, the good light is waiting. But there are those—not many, but some, like Violet there tonight—who don’t have a lovely little visit over there.”


“Because they go to the Other Place.”


“You tell me. How do they describe it?”


“It’s different for every one of them. Each of us has to find our own place.”


“Except in those cases, the places are bad.”


“The worst,” he said. “The moment when shit went south on them and they started on a different path. From being harmed to doing harm.”


“Have you noticed any other pattern about them?”


“Let me think.” He put a thumb to his chin, but it slipped off and he returned his hand to the top of the bar. “Almost always something to do with where they grew up. The place they were scared of most. The hallways of their school, their uncle’s basement, a night swim with their mom where the mom didn’t make it back. Most of the time, they can’t even talk about it.”


“And I’m guessing there’s not a lot of them coming to the meetings.”


“If they do come, they stop after one or two times. I can pretty much guarantee you we won’t be seeing Violet Grieg next month.”


“Why?”


This time, Lyle bent to take a sip from his glass without picking it up.


“People like that, what they’ve seen—it’s too much,” he said, giving his head a shake as the whiskey burned its way down. “And they can see they don’t fit in with the rest of the group. I mean, we try to include them. But there’s only so much including we can do. We’re all ‘Heaven is great and wonderful and waiting for all of us! Oh, sorry, except for … you. You’re just fucked.’ It’s not real uplifting, y’know?”


I pretended to take an interest in the Celtics game that was winding down on the TV.


“Why’re you asking about all this?” Lyle put to me after a time. “You know someone you think might have gone where Violet went?”


“No, it’s nothing like that,” I lie. “Just keeping some things in mind for my next book.”


Lyle Kirk is a semiemployed drunk and one rung down from a full-blown crackpot, but he isn’t stupid.


“Can’t wait to read it,” he said.
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My sister and I both died on our sixteenth birthdays.


We were fraternal twins, though you wouldn’t necessarily know it from a first glance. Ash had the posture of a dancer and a confidence readable in every gesture, as if all her actions were part of a subtle but commanding performance, a summoning to gather round and watch. I, on the other hand, tried to hide behind hair grown long over my eyes, a boy who sought the nearest corner upon entering a room and let his sister take the center of the floor. If you’d met the two of us back then you would have said life had given its clear vote to one over the other. And yet when death came for us it chose her over me, holding her in its grasp and tossing me back to a world I barely recognized without my sister in it.


Before the day we turned sixteen we lived the whole of our lives in the same house. The nicest house on one of Royal Oak’s nicest streets, though in both cases only marginally so. The Royal (as we called it, “Be Loyal to the Royal!” the slogan of local businesses) was pleasant but consistent in its modesty, having none of the monster renos or brand-name designer shops of Grosse Pointe or the newer suburbs miles farther from the city of Detroit. Most families we grew up with were in the middle of the middle class, professionals on their way up or down, a smattering of tradesmen who’d borrowed all they could to move north of 8 Mile. By comparison to most of our neighbors, we were exceptional. Not because of money, but because of Ash. The girl everyone said could be a model, an actress, a President of the United States one day.


Ashleigh Orchard was Royal royalty.


Ashleigh on straight-A report cards and graduation Honors Lists and the Detroit Free Press Metro section review of a “stunning turn” by the star of Dondero High’s production of South Pacific. But in the real, living world, she was only ever Ash.


Beautiful Ash. Though it is the sort of beauty that comes with an asterisk.


Beautiful in the way our own father once called “uglybeautiful,” her features so excessively lovely taken on their own that, in their assembly, she suggested the alien, the genetically modified—too-blue eyes set too far apart, limbs and fingers too extraterrestrially long.


By looking at our family—at her—you would almost certainly mistake us for lucky. But inside the walls of our house on Farnum Avenue there was a secret. My father, mother, and I were aware that a monster lived with us, however photogenic, however scholarship-guaranteed. And because she was only a girl, because she was one of us by name, because we feared her, there was nothing we could do about it.


So we tried to manage, in our ways. Dad retreated into work, leaving earlier in the mornings, returning later and later at night. He was an in-house “liability man” at General Motors with an office in the middle tower of the Renaissance Center, where the company leased space from the hotel that occupied the other floors. His windows on the forty-second floor overlooked the Detroit River, so high up he could look across to Canada and the flat tobacco fields beyond. In the year before Ash died, he spent a couple nights a week sleeping on the sofa there. Hiding.


Our mother was a self-described homemaker, but in reality she was an earplugged sleep-inner, a noontime sherry drinker, a Chardonnay zombie by the time we came in the door from school. Sometimes I’d find her passed out in a flower bed with gardener’s gloves still on, keeping their grip on pruning shears and trickling hose. Once, I discovered her in the tub, the water cold. She was still alive, though barely so. Her naked body surprisingly heavy as I attempted the impossible: heaving her out while trying not to touch her at the same time. We both ended up in a pile on the bathmat.


“Thank you, Danny,” she said when she could find the words, using the walls for balance as she tried to bring some dignity to the walk back to her room. “That was gentlemanly of you.”


She died there, in that same bathroom, two years before Ash did. A “domestic accident,” which is what they call falling asleep drunk and drowning in the tub, so that you don’t have to use a different word for it. Dad found her after coming home late from work, his wife’s eyes looking through him from six inches under the surface.


It wasn’t the usual suburban strain of depression that plagued her, but a terror she did what she could to quiet. A knowledge of what lies on the other side, waiting for us to call out to it, open a door for it to pass through.


And guilt, too, I think. The regret of being the one to bring Ash into the world.


WHAT SORT OF THINGS DID ASH DO? WHY WAS SHE A GIRL WHOSE own mother might wish was never born?


Let me tell you a story. A short, terrible little story.


In the winter when Ash and I were twelve, there was a day of sun that followed a cold snap, a melting of snow that left slicked streets and dripping eaves. The very next morning, the cold returned. Sidewalks and driveways turned to ice rinks. And hanging from every roof, icicles as long and sharp as spears.


“Monster teeth,” Ash said when she saw them.


When we got home from school that day, the icicles were still there, though the forecast called for higher temperatures later in the week.


“We need to save one,” Ash said. “They’re too pretty to just die.”


She made me get a stepladder. When I returned, she directed me to the icicle she’d chosen, and that I had to climb to the ladder’s top to pull away.


“Be careful!” Ash said, a real concern for the ice that I’d never heard her genuinely express for another human being before.


When I handed it over to her she cradled it like a baby as she carried it to the garage and hid it under a bag of pork chops at the bottom of the freezer chest.


Months passed. At some point in the spring we both watched a TV show, a police procedural where the killer used ice bullets to shoot his victim through the skull. Only a trace of water was found in the pool of blood left on the floor, puzzling the detectives. “Ice! Completely undetectable!” the prosecutor declared during the trial.


That night Ash repeated the line, like a song lyric, on her way up to bed.


From the day I pulled it down for her she never mentioned the icicle, and neither did I. There wasn’t one of those days when I didn’t think about it, though. Imagining the electrocuting pain of it driven into the back of my neck as I slept. Waiting to open my eyes in the night and find her standing over me, the icicle held in both hands like a stake, her face set in the blank mask she wore when she wasn’t acting and was her perfectly hollow self.


Summer came. Long, unstructured days of waiting for something to happen.


And then it did.


I went out into the yard to look for something in the garage and found the dog instead. We’d only gotten him a few weeks earlier, a yellow Lab stray Dad brought home from Animal Services. Another gesture at normalcy.


Ash was listening to the Sex Pistols a lot at the time. She named it Sid.


The day was hot and the flies were already buzzing around Sid’s body as if looking for a way in. It was the blood that had drawn them. Red and glossy, still wet. All coming from its eye socket. The eye itself missing.


The dog appeared to be smiling. As if it had been trained to Lie Down and Be Dead and was waiting for the command to rise.


A puddle of pinkened water spread out around its head. I knelt down and touched it.


Still cold.


And at this touch, a thought. Spoken not in my voice, but Ash’s.


This will never stop, it said.


THEY TRIED SENDING HER AWAY.


Not that they sold it to Ash that way. They called it an opportunity.


We couldn’t really afford the prep school tuition and boarding fees at Cranbrook, but Dad said it was worth it no matter the cost. He told her it was a chance for her to “change course.”


This was when we were thirteen.


I remember driving with her and Dad up to Bloomfield Hills to drop her off. Me sitting in the front passenger seat, Ash in the back. She didn’t resist, didn’t argue. There were no tears from her or any one of us. She just looked out the window as our suburb greened into a fancier, more distant suburb, a trace of a smile at the corners of her mouth. As if it were all her idea.


After she was shown her room she closed the door on us both without a word. I could feel Dad fighting the urge to turn his solemn walk into a run to the car.


Dad took me to his office. A drive down Woodward Avenue and into Detroit all the way to the Ren Center. He said he wanted to get some things from his desk, but it was really an unacknowledged celebration. Just the two of us, trying out jokes on each other, Dad telling stories I’d never heard before about when he was young. The city crumbling and beautiful all around us.


I’m not sure anyone really thought it would work. But for the three months Ash was out of the house and up the road in Bloomfield Hills something like peace visited our house. A quiet, anyway. The recuperative stillness of a veterans’ rehab ward, the three of us wounded but on the mend, shuffling around, feeling a little stronger every day. I cut my hair so that anyone could see my eyes. Mom even dialed back on the drinking. Tried out a recipe for Beef Wellington she found in a never-touched Julia Child cookbook. It remains the most delicious meal of my life.


Sometimes I thought of Ash and was reminded that my sister had never done me any direct harm. Threats, manipulations, frights, yes. But with me, she never carried all the way through in the way she did with others. I was the only one she spared, the one she kept close even if she didn’t know how to love, and in recalling this my happiness was momentarily grounded by shame. Yet soon the horizon of a life without her would come into view again and I wished only to see more of it.


And then I came home after school to find my father standing in the kitchen, red-faced, silently reading a letter torn from a Cranbrook envelope, and I knew Ash was home, that we would never try to ship her off again, that we would be punished for the attempt we’d made.


She’d been expelled. That’s all my father would say about it, though the letter contained more information than that. A naming of specific, unspeakable crimes. I could tell by the way his face changed as he read it. His features not just falling but going slack, a deadening.


When he was finished he folded the letter up into a rectangle the size of a business card. Left the house with it clenched in his fist.


Ash’s door was open when I went upstairs. A rare invitation to look inside and find her sitting on the edge of her bed, calmly writing in her journal.


When she sensed me standing there she looked up. Pouted. Blinked her eyes, the lids darkened by makeup the color of a bruise.


“Miss me?” she said.
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After the failed Cranbrook experiment, our family carried on as it had before, or tried to, which is to say we lived in even sharper anticipation of the Truly Bad Thing we knew was coming.


Over the months that Ash and I moved deeper into teenagerhood our distinctions became more exaggerated. My friendlessness graduated into a kind of sustained performance art, a survival stunt like the swami we watched fold himself into a plastic box on TV and remain for days, silent and unmoving. As for Ash, her public charms grew even more assured, her private cruelties more disturbing. It wasn’t any side effect of puberty, either. She wasn’t “maturing.” She was becoming something else. And though my father, mother, and I never spoke openly of what that might be, I think we could imagine, with looming individual horror, the inhuman shapes she might choose.


It only got worse after Mom died.


Within days of our father coming home from work to find her in the bathtub, drunk and drowned—the very afternoon that followed the morning of our mother’s funeral—Ash asked if I would come to the house of the boy she was seeing at the time, Brendan Oliver, and walk her home. It was an odd request on several fronts, considering we’d stood by a hole in the ground of Woodlawn Cemetery and watched our mother be lowered into it just two hours earlier. But this was Ash. Free of grief, of boundaries. It was all she could do to keep the trembly-cheeked “near tears” look fixed to her face at the graveside as long as she did before bursting out of the rented limo and running into the house to call Brendan and see if he was around and wanted to see her.


He was. He did.


“Could you come by Brendan’s later, Danny? I need to talk to you about something,” Ash said before she swiped her lips with strawberry gloss and headed out the door. It wasn’t a request. And I knew it wasn’t something she wanted to talk to me about, but something she wanted to show me.


I made it to the Oliver house on Derby Avenue shortly after five and tried the front doorbell though I figured there was little chance of anyone answering. At seventeen, Brendan was even older than the other older boys Ash was moving between, a wide-jawed senior on the basketball team known for his success with girls. He was the sort of aggressive, taunting, self-certain kid who went unquestioned in his actions, a towering collection of physical gifts set to play for Ohio the next year, not so much above the law but, in our world, the law itself.


All of this, along with the absence of his parents’ car in the driveway, meant that he probably had Ash to himself somewhere inside. He would be murmuring his commands in one of the curtained rooms. He would ignore the doorbell until he was through.


It made me wonder what Ash wanted me here for. And as I thought about that, in an instant, the first real grief of the day arrived. The realization that my mother was gone forever came over me in a blanket that left me gasping and blind, reaching for the porch railing and blinking out at the street until its trees and awnings returned to focus. And when they did, I glanced back at the Olivers’ door to see the hall light behind the pane of decorative glass dim and brighten. A sound, too. The low hum of machinery.


Ash had said something about Brendan’s dad having a workshop in the garage behind their house. Even as I started up the driveway toward it I was thinking, If I know there’s a workshop back here, she wanted me to know it. The conclusion that followed—If I’m going to look through the window, she wants me to—didn’t stop me from lifting my nose over the splintered window frame to peer inside.


At first, it seemed like they were dancing.


Wrapped close and swaying to a slow song I couldn’t hear, the side of Ash’s face held against his chest and Brendan folded over her like a question mark. But it wasn’t a dance. His shirt was off, for one thing. And their movements were a single-bodied negotiation: he trying to get her to the floor, where his Dondero High hoodie lay as a makeshift bedsheet, and she keeping him up, nuzzling her cheek against his ribs, directing his lips down to hers with a hand.


Without turning her head Ash glanced over to the window. Found me.


She related a couple of facts through her eyes alone. The first was that she’d been waiting for me to get there, had worked to situate herself and Brendan where they were at that moment, and now, finally, she could begin.


The second was that the standing bandsaw behind Ash was on.


It looks so sharp! Like teeth!


I could hear her voice, her very words from moments ago, like the trace of an echo in the air. She would have gasped after speaking them so that he could feel the heat of her breath. Mock-scared, mock-aroused. But the excitement real.


Could you turn it on, Brendan?


I watched him kiss her as she arched to meet him. Her eyes closed. His wide as an owl’s bearing down on something small and doomed in the grass. Eyes that watched as Ash took his hand in hers and guided it toward the smooth table of the bandsaw. The blade a steady blur of motion.


It happened fast, though not that fast.


There was time for Brendan to see what was about to take place and stop it before it did. He could have pulled his hand away, jumped back from her touch, demanded to know what the hell she thought she was doing. Instead, he watched as I did as Ash placed his hand on the table and slid his splayed fingers into the spinning saw’s gray teeth.


If he screamed, I don’t remember the sound of it. What I remember, before running down the driveway to the street, before I voiced a scream of my own, was Ash opening her eyes. Making sure that I saw.


What was important for me to see wasn’t the violence, the seductive ease with which the bandsaw parted two of Brendan Oliver’s fingers from the rest of him or the neat jet of blood that left what could have been an attempt at a valentine’s heart on the plank wall, but how she’d made him do it to himself. He hadn’t fought her, hadn’t protested. He’d been as interested in seeing what she had planned for him as I was. And it would only be later, after telling his parents it was an accident and the revocation of his invitation to play for Ohio and the new, hollow resignation that haunted his face whenever I saw him, usually alone, on the streets of Royal Oak over the years afterward, that he realized the beautiful girl in his father’s workshop hadn’t stolen a part of him but the whole thing.
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If you ask the Detroit police today where they keep her file, they’ll tell you Ashleigh Orchard is a cold case. A girl who bicycled off with some friends to watch a matinee of Dead Poets Society at the Main Art Theatre to celebrate her sixteenth birthday, but instead led them down Woodward Avenue toward downtown.


All four of them would have understood the audacity of a bike ride into Detroit. It would take them into the world they normally viewed from behind the windows of their parents’ cars, the doors locked. Homes abandoned and burned each year on Devil’s Night. The gangs of Hamtramck and Highland Park left to themselves by police. Whole blocks returning to weedy fields, bricks piled here and there like funeral mounds.


Ash’s friends wanted to know why. Why was she making them do this?


“I want to show you something,” she said.


Ash didn’t slow. She pedaled on shining ballet-class legs, her long, yellow-blond hair waving against her back like a farewell.


It was Lisa Goodale who finally turned them around. Lisa Goodale, pretty in the kittenish way that never ages well and who was doing ninth-grade math over for the third time in summer school and who taught blow job techniques to other girls (I came downstairs into our basement once to find her holding a banana before her puckered lips), who shouted, “Ash! Seriously!” and pulled over to the curb at the corner of Woodward and Webb.


Ash carried on for a moment. It seemed she hadn’t heard. But then she, too, stopped. Gave them one of her killer smiles.


“Aren’t you curious?” she said.


“No,” Lisa called back. It wasn’t true.


Ash went on smiling and smiling. And though I wasn’t there, hadn’t yet been called upon to rescue her, I can see her face as clearly as if I stood on the same corner with those girls. Possibly even clearer, as it’s a smile I’ve seen since. A look that says something like You couldn’t possibly know what I know. Or One day, I’ll show you all the things I can do. Or I always win. You know that, right?


What she said in words was, “Don’t tell.”


Then she stood on her pedals, working up to cruising speed before sitting on the saddle once more. The three girls watched her shrink into the shimmering waves of heat over the pavement, her hair now a finger tut-tutting them, reminding them of an oath to secrecy they never made.


It was only after none of them could see her anymore that they started back.


AFTER THE GIRLS TURNED AROUND ASH CYCLED ON TO (OR WAS carried to, driven to, dragged to) an abandoned house on Alfred Street. That’s where she was burned alive. Down in the same cellar where the remains of Meg Clemens, a classmate of ours who had gone missing ten days earlier, were also found. Two girls, same age. Two bodies almost erased forever by fire, except something went wrong the second time around. Whoever did it, whoever knows, left Ash unfinished. Screaming in a pit at the bottom of a house nobody had lived in for longer than she and I had been alive.


There are even fewer witnesses, even less known about what Meg Clemens did or where she went after her mother gave her a ten-dollar bill and watched her walk out the door of her house on Frederick Street, a block and a half from where we lived. Meg wrote for the school paper, publishing “investigative reports” about the nutritional atrocities of the cafeteria. She wore glasses, tortoiseshell frames a little too big for her face that slid, charmingly, down her nose. She regularly declined invitations to go out with boys, so that she bore an unfair reputation for being stuck-up. That was all anybody knew about her. Or all that I knew about her.


Two girls, both raised on the same playgrounds and schoolyards and in the family rooms of Royal Oak homes with the Stars and Stripes hanging over one of every three front doors. It naturally gave rise to fears of a connection, despite the police’s reminders of a lack of evidence. In the Holiday Market aisles and standing at the video store’s New Releases wall our parents allowed themselves to whisper about the possibility of a monster living among us, plucking their children off the street.


Meg Clemens’s disappearance was a mystery that started our minds down paths that led to private horrors, our own individually imagined outcomes, none of them good. But it was, for ten days, still only what the authorities were orchestrated in calling an “isolated incident.” Then Ashleigh Orchard disappeared, too, and they had to stop calling it that. Two girls old enough to be referred to as “young women,” an acknowledgment of their knowing looks in the photos that appeared on the news. “Young women” meaning the enjoyment of independence, of mysterious, troublemaking time spent outside their parents’ view.


And sex. “Young women” meant sex, where “girls” did not.


AFTER THE FIRE, WHEN I WAS IN THE HOSPITAL, THE INVESTIGATORS asked if my sister had any reason to entertain suicide, and I told them there was no chance of that. It was impossible to think of Ash leaving behind all she’d claimed for herself in Royal Oak, the school she half ran and the “best friends” she’d anoint and abruptly exile for no apparent reason and the older boys who literally threw themselves off rooftops into backyard pools and streetside snowbanks to win a flicker of her attention. She would never abandon me, the brother she wished dead most of the time but also needed in a way neither of us could begin to describe.


I know because I went into the house to save her.


It was a mansion once. When that part of town was more than ruins, more than brick and glass returning to meadow. A stately home for some doctor or city-builder, then deserted, the windows wide and black as dilated pupils. All of them billowing smoke when I drove over the curb in my mother’s car and sprinted for the open door.


I ran inside. Because that’s where she was, holding on. For me.


Not that I saw her through the choking dark. Not that I heard her voice. I knew she was there because we’re twins, and twins know things. They know even when they don’t want to, wordless and instant as pain.


I found her at the foot of the cellar stairs. Except the cellar stairs weren’t there anymore, so that only her face and raised hands were visible in the swirling black. A girl drowning at the bottom of a well.


“Danny!”


She was still standing. Her hair curling into charred buds.


“Don’t leave me here! DANNY!”


She wasn’t speaking of the fire or the house. It was death. She pleaded with me to not leave her alone in whatever came after this.


And I didn’t.


Even knowing what she’d done, knowing what she was, I lay against the floor’s buckled wood and threw my hand down to pull her up. But she was too far. I told her to jump—or wanted to, tried to—but the heat seared my throat closed against a scream.


I reached down to my sister, and she reached up. But the only thing we touched was fire.


She didn’t want to die. But the flames took her anyway.


Just like they took me, too.
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When you’re dead, you know that’s what you are.


You always hear about the other ones, the souls who need help “crossing over,” the confused loved ones in those paranormal reality TV shows who ghost around at the foot of the bed, needing to be told it’s time to go. But in my experience there’s no mistaking it with being alive, because where I went after the fire was something better than being alive. Heaven, you’d have to call it. A slightly altered replay of the happiest day of my life.


I was thirteen. Sitting next to my father in the Buick Riviera he drove then, floating down Woodward Avenue toward the round, black towers of the Renaissance Center, where he worked. A drive through inner-city Detroit on a sunny day, the pawnshops and cinder-block motels passing by through tinted windows.


It was the day we took Ash to Cranbrook. The day I let myself imagine it was possible for her to be left behind.


What did we talk about? I can’t really remember all that much. We laughed a lot, anyway. Dad telling stories of his teenaged years upstate in Saginaw. His life before us revealed as a series of exciting or ridiculous but ultimately blameless crimes. Throwing rocks at a wasps’ nest and suffering the worst stings on his butt after a bunch of them got trapped in his shorts. Falling through ice and having to walk home without pants on because they froze hard as cement. Driving a Beetle down the main hallway of his high school only to be given a congratulatory slap on the shoulder and told not to try that again by the cop who met him at the other end.


It was a memory of a day that had actually happened, though it was more vivid than any memory or dream. In fact it felt more real than the first time I lived it, sharpened by my awareness of how special it was to hear the untroubled version of my father’s voice. All of it colored by the knowledge that none of it would last long.


Heaven was driving down Woodward with my dad, pretending we were just like other fathers and sons. A family without an Ash in it.


We parked in the lot next to the black towers. Paused to look across the milky tea of the Detroit River.


“There’s a border in the middle,” my father told me, just as he had in the living world. “An invisible line.”


It was a pairing of concepts—invisible/border—that gripped my young mind as we walked through the revolving doors and into the building’s broad atrium. Cars and trucks, all “solid GM product” as my father invariably called them, sat shining on the floor below us, while a couple flashier models, a Corvette and a Fiero, turned slowly in midair, suspended by wires on cast-iron pads.


We proceeded around to the glass elevators that would take us up to his office. He stepped in and guided me with him, the weight of his hand on my shoulder igniting a current of warmth within me.


The doors closed. We began to rise.


The elevator drifted up through the open stories of the atrium and then we popped through, climbing the outside of the main tower. An endless view that improved the higher we went. Below us the river and the stubby skyline of Windsor on the opposite shore and, beyond its limits, the rest of Canada. Vast and flat, fading out before reaching the horizon as though a landscape painting abandoned for lack of a subject.


“That’s forever, Tiger,” Dad said, and slipped something into the palm of my right hand. Closed my fingers around it to prevent me from seeing what it was.


The elevator slowed as it approached the forty-second floor. I didn’t want it to stop. Not that I dreaded whatever awaited me on the other side of the doors, but because I wanted my father to stay with me and knew that he couldn’t.


I knew that, if I turned away from the window and looked, he’d already be gone.


DING!


The elevator doors opened.


I stepped away from the window. A dizzy rush like butterflies trying to escape the inside of my skull. I tried to blink it away.


It worked.


“HE’S BACK,” A WOMAN SAID. SHE LOOKED PLEASED. IT MADE ME wonder who “he” was.


Despite all the bright lights, the room was duller than the Detroit morning I’d just come from. And with this came the information—the strangers standing around me, the chemicalized air, the first flare of pain—that told me this wasn’t the happiest day of my life anymore.


“So he is,” a man said. He looked more amazed than pleased.


IN AND OUT. IN AND OUT.


Every time I was in, I asked the same thing. Where’s my sister? And every time, the same answer, no matter who the question was asked of.


“Let me get your dad. Okay, Danny?”


Which was an answer in itself.


AND THEN MY DAD WAS THE ONE STANDING THERE.


There was relief in his face, there was gratitude. But more than this, he looked baffled.


“Danny? How you doing, Tiger?”


Tiger? He hadn’t called me that since I was a little kid. After we went to the old Tiger Stadium and watched my one and only big-league game.


He hadn’t called me that since I was dead.


“Ash is gone,” I said. “Isn’t she?”


“Yes. She is.”


He let this sink in. Then: “Danny, do you know what this is?”


He pulled something out of his pocket and held it in front of my eyes.


“A watch,” I said, squinting. “Mom’s watch. The one Granddad gave her.”


“That’s right. Know how you got it?”


“What do you mean?”


“After the fire. When the doctors—when they saved you. They opened up your hand and you were holding it.”


He looked like he might cry. I couldn’t tell if it was because he was angry, or grief-stricken, or impatient to know what he wanted to know. More than anything it looked like he was afraid.


“You gave it to me,” I said. “Going up in the elevator.”


“Elevator?”


“In the Ren Center. When I was—”


“No, no—”


“—wherever I was when I was gone.”


“No. I couldn’t have.”


“But you did.”


He pulled the watch away as though it were a gift he’d suddenly reconsidered giving. And then the tears fell. A reddening, unshaved face of frightened tears.
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‘Pyper is a master architect of dread . . .
compulsive and nerve-jangling’
Lauren Beukes, author of The Shining Girls
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