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For my aunt, Mildred Altman, who taught me a love of books and reading


PART ONE
Afterlights







CHAPTER 1
On the Way to the Light…


On a hairpin turn, above the dead forest, on no day in particular, a white Toyota crashed into a black Mercedes, for a moment blending into a blur of gray. 

In the front passenger seat of the Toyota sat Alexandra, Allie to her friends. She was arguing with her father about how loud the radio should be playing. She had just taken off her seat belt to adjust her blouse. 

In the center backseat of the Mercedes, dressed for his cousin’s wedding, sat Nick, trying to eat a chocolate bar that had been sitting in his pocket for most of the day. His brother and sister, who sandwiched him on either side, kept intentionally jostling his elbows, which caused the molten chocolate to smear all over his face. As it was a car meant for four, and there were five passengers, there was no seat belt for Nick. 

Also on the road was a small piece of sharp steel, dropped by a scrap metal truck that had been loaded to the brim. About a dozen cars had avoided it, but the Mercedes wasn’t so lucky. It ran over the metal, the front left tire blew, and Nick’s father lost control of the car.

As the Mercedes careened over the double yellow line, into oncoming traffic, both Allie and Nick looked up and saw the other’s car moving closer very quickly. Their lives didn’t quite flash before them; there was no time. It all happened so fast that neither of them thought or felt much of anything. The impact launched them forward, they both felt the punch of inflating air bags—but at such a high speed, and with no seat belts, the air bags did little to slow their momentum. They felt the windshields against their foreheads, then in an instant, they had each passed through. 

The crash of splintering glass became the sound of a rushing wind, and the world went very dark.

Allie didn’t know what to make of all this quite yet. As the windshield fell behind her, she felt herself moving through a tunnel, picking up speed, accelerating as the wind grew stronger. There was a point of light at the end of the tunnel, getting larger and brighter as she got closer, and there came a feeling in her heart of calm amazement she could not describe. 

But on the way to the light, she hit something that sent her flying off course. She grabbed at it, it grunted, and for an instant she was aware that it was someone else she had bumped—someone about her size, and who smelled distinctly of chocolate. 

Both Allie and Nick went spinning wildly, crashing out of the blacker-than-black walls of the tunnel, and as they flew off course, the light before them disappeared. They hit the ground hard, and the exhaustion of their flight overcame them. 

Their sleep was dreamless, as it would be for a long, long time.


        CHAPTER 2
Arrival in Everlost


        The boy had not been up to the road since forever. What
            was the point? The cars just came and went, came and went, never stopping, never even
            slowing. He didn’t care who passed by his forest on their way to other places. They
            didn’t care about him, so why should he? 

        When he heard the accident he was playing a favorite game; leaping from
            branch to branch, tree to tree as high from the ground as he could get. The sudden
            crunch of steel was so unexpected, it made him misjudge the next branch, and lose his
            grip. In an instant he was falling. He bounced off one limb, then another and then
            another, like a pinball hitting pegs. It didn’t hurt, all this banging and crashing. In
            fact he laughed, until he had passed through all the branches, and all that remained was
            a long drop to the ground. 

        He hit the earth hard—it was a fall that would have certainly ended his
            life, had circumstances been different, but instead the fall was nothing more than a
            quicker way to reach the forest floor. 

        He picked himself up and got his bearings, already hearing the echoes of
            commotion up on the road. Cars were screeching to a halt, people were yelling. He
            hurried off in the direction of the sounds, climbing the steep
            granite slope that led up to the road. This wasn’t the first accident on this
            treacherous strip of highway; there were many—a few every year. Long ago a car had even
            left the road, flown like a bird, and landed smack on the forest floor. Nobody came with
            it, though. Oh, sure there had been people in the car when it had crashed, but they got
            where they were going even before the boy came to inspect the wreck. 

        This new wreck was bad. Very bad. Very messy. Ambulances. Fire trucks. Tow
            trucks. It was dark by the time all the trucks were gone. Soon there was nothing but
            broken glass and bits of metal where the accident had been. He frowned. The people got
            where they were going. 

        Resigned, and a little bit mad, the boy climbed back down to his
            forest.

        Who cared anyway? So what if no one else came? This was his
            place. He would go back to his games, and he’d play them tomorrow and the next day and
            the next, until the road itself was gone. 

        It was as he reached the bottom of the cliff that he saw them: two kids
            who had been thrown from the crashing cars, over the edge of the cliff. Now they lay at
            the base of the cliff, in the dirt of the forest. At first he thought the ambulances
            might not have known they were here—but no; ambulances always know these things. As he
            got closer, he could see that neither their clothes, nor their faces bore any sign of
            the accident. No rips, no scratches. This was a very good sign! The two seemed to be
            about fourteen years old—a few years older than he was—and they lay a few feet apart
            from one another, both curled up like babies. One was a girl with
            pretty blond hair, the other a boy who looked somewhat Asian, except for his nose, and
            his light reddish-brown hair. Their chests rose and fell with a memory of breathing. The
            boy smiled as he watched them, and made his own chest rise and fall in the same way. 

        As the wind passed through the trees of the forest, not rustling them in
            the least, he waited patiently for his playmates to awake. 

        Allie knew she was not in her bed even before she opened her eyes. Had she
            fallen onto the floor in the middle of the night again? She was such a thrasher when she
            slept. Half the time she woke up with the sheets tugged off the mattress and wrapped
            around her like a python. 

        Her eyes opened to clear sunlight streaming through the trees, which was
            not unusual except for the fact that there was no window for the light to shine through.
            There was no bedroom either; only the trees. 

        She closed her eyes again, and tried to reboot. Human brains, she knew,
            could be like computers, especially in the time that hung between sleep and wakefulness.
            Sometimes you said strange things, did even stranger things, and once in a while you
            couldn’t figure out exactly how you got where you got. 

        She wasn’t bothered by this. Not yet. She simply concentrated, searching
            her memory for a rational explanation. Had they gone camping? Was that it? In a moment
            the memory of falling asleep beneath the stars with her family would come exploding back
            into her mind. She was sure of it. 

        Exploding.

        Something about that word made her uneasy.

        She opened her eyes again, sitting up this time. There were no sleeping
            bags, no campsite, and Allie felt strange, like someone had filled her head with helium. 

        There was someone else a few feet away, sleeping on the ground, knees to
            chest. A boy with a bit of an Asian look about him. He seemed both familiar and
            unfamiliar at the same time, as if they had once met, but only in passing. 

        Then an icy wave of memory flowed over her.

        Flying through a tunnel. He was there. He had bumped her, the clumsy
                oaf!

        “Hello!” said a voice behind her, making her jump. She turned sharply and
            saw another, younger boy sitting cross-legged on the ground. Behind him was a granite
            cliff that extended high out of sight. 

        This boy’s hair was unkempt, and his clothes were weird—sort of too heavy,
            too tight, and buttoned way too high. He also had more freckles than she had ever seen
            on a human being. 

        “It’s about time you woke up,” he said.

        “Who are you?” Allie asked.

        Instead of answering, he pointed to the other kid, who was starting to
            stir. “Your friend is waking up, too.”

        “He’s not my friend.”

        The other kid sat up, blinking in the light. He had brown stuff on his
            face. Dried blood? thought Allie. No. Chocolate. She could smell it. 

        “This is freaky,” the chocolate boy said. “Where am I?”

        Allie stood up and took a good look around. This wasn’t just a grove of
            trees, it was an entire forest.

        “I was in the car, with my dad,” Allie said aloud, forcing the scrap of
            memory to her lips, hoping that would help to drag the rest of it all the way back. “We
            were on a mountain road, above a forest….” Only this wasn’t the forest they had driven
            past. That forest was full of tall dead tree trunks, with stubby, rotting
            limbs. “A dead forest,” Dad had said from the driver’s seat, pointing it out. “It
            happens like that sometimes. A fungus, or some other kind of blight—it can kill acres at
            a time.” 

        Then Allie remembered the squealing of tires, and a crunch, and then
            nothing.

        She began to get just a little bit worried.

        “Okay, what’s going on here,” she demanded of the freckled kid, because
            she knew Chocolate Boy was as clueless as she was.

        “This is a great place!” Freckle-face said. “It’s my place. Now it’s your
            place, too!”

        “I’ve got a place,” said Allie. “I don’t need this one.”

        Then Chocolate Boy pointed at her. “I know you! You bumped into me!”

        “No—you bumped into me.”

        The freckled kid came between them. “C’mon, stop talking about that.” He
            started bouncing excitedly on the balls of his feet. “We got stuff to do!” 

        Allie crossed her arms. “I’m not doing anything until I know what’s going
            on—” and then it all came crashing back to her with the fury of— 

        “—A head-on collision!”

        “Yes!” said Chocolate Boy. “I thought I dreamed it!”

        “It must have knocked us out!” Allie felt all over her
            body. No broken bones, no bruises—not even a scratch. How could that be? “We might have
            a concussion.” 

        “I don’t feel concussed.”

        “Concussions are unpredictable, Chocolate Boy!”

        “My name’s Nick.”

        “Fine. I’m Allie.” Nick tried to wipe the chocolate from his face, but
            without soap and water it was a lost cause. They both turned to the freckled kid. “You
            got a name?” Allie asked. 

        “Yeah,” he said, looking down. “But I don’t have to tell you.”

        Allie ignored him, since he was starting to become a nuisance, and turned
            to Nick. “We must have been thrown clear of the accident, and over the cliff. The
            branches broke our fall. We have to get back up to the road!” 

        “What would you want to go up there for?” the freckled kid asked.

        “They’ll be worried about us,” Nick said. “My parents are probably
            searching for me right now.”

        And then suddenly Allie realized something. Something she wished she
            hadn’t.

        “Maybe they won’t,” she said. “If the accident was bad enough …”

        She couldn’t say it aloud, so instead, Nick did.

        “We could be the only survivors?”

        Allie closed her eyes, trying to chase the very idea away. The accident
            had been bad, there was no question about it, but if they came through it
            without a scratch, then her father must have as well, right? The way they made cars
            nowadays, with crumple zones, and air bags everywhere. They were safer than ever.

        Nick began to pace, losing himself in morbid thoughts of doom. “This is
            bad. This is really, really bad.”

        “I’m sure they’re all okay,” Allie said, and repeated it, as if that would
            make it so. “I’m sure they are.”

        And the freckled boy laughed at them. “The only survivors !” he said.
            “That’s a good one!” This was no laughing matter. It made both Nick and Allie furious. 

        “Who are you?” Allie demanded. “Why are you here?”

        “Did you see the accident?” Nick added.

        “No,” he said, choosing to answer Nick’s question only. “But I heard it. I
            went up to look.”

        “What did you see?”

        The kid shrugged. “Lots of stuff.”

        “Were the other people in the cars all right?”

        The kid turned and kicked a stone, angrily. “Why does it matter? Either
            they got better, or they got where they were going, and anyway there’s nothing you can
            do about it, so just forget about it, okay?” 

        Nick threw his hands up. “This is nuts! Why are we even talking to this
            kid? We have to get up there and find out what happened!”

        “Can you just calm down for a second?”

        “I am calm!” Nick screamed.

        Allie knew there was something … off … about the whole situation. Whatever
            it was, it all seemed centered on this oddly dressed, freckle-faced boy. 

        “Can you take us to your home? We can call the police from there.”

        “I don’t got a telly-phone.”

        “Oh, that’s just great!” said Nick.

        Allie turned on him. “Will you just shut up—you’re not helping.” Allie
            took a good long look at the freckled boy again. His clothes. The way he held himself.
            She thought about the things he had said—not so much what he said, but the way he had
            said it. This is my place … now it’s your place, too. If her suspicions were
            correct, this situation was even weirder than she had thought. 

        “Where do you live?” Allie asked him.

        “Here,” was all he said.

        “How long have you been ‘here’?”

        The Freckle-boy’s ears went red. “I don’t remember.”

        By now Nick had come over, his frustration defused by what he was
            hearing.

        “And your name?” Allie asked.

        He couldn’t even look her in the eye. He looked down, shaking his head. “I
            haven’t needed one for a long time. So I lost it.”

        “Whoa . . . ,” said Nick.

        “Yeah,” said Allie. “Major whoa.”

        “It’s okay,” said the boy. “I got used to it. You will, too. You’ll see.
            It’s not so bad.”

        There were so many emotions for Allie to grapple with now—from fear to
            anger to misery—but for this boy, Allie could only feel pity. What must it have been
            like to be lost alone in the woods for years, afraid to leave? 

        “Do you remember how old you were when you got here?” she asked.

        “Eleven,” he told them.

        “Hmm,” said Nick. “You still look eleven to me.”

        “I am,” said the boy.

        •   •   •

        Allie decided to call him Lief, since they had found him in the forest,
            and he blushed at the name as if she had kissed him. Then Lief led them up the steep
            stone slope to the road, climbing with a recklessness that not even the most skilled
            rock climbers would dare show. Allie refused to admit how terrified she was by the
            climb, but Nick complained enough for both of them. 

        “I can’t even climb a jungle gym without getting hurt!” he complained.
            “What’s the point of surviving an accident, if you’re going to fall off a mountain and
            die?” 

        They reached the road, but found very little evidence of the accident.
            Just a few tiny bits of glass and metal. Was that a good sign or bad? Neither Allie nor
            Nick was sure. 

        “Things are different up here,” Lief said. “Different from the forest, I
            mean. You better come back down with me.”

        Allie ignored him and stepped onto the shoulder of the road. It felt funny
            beneath her feet. Kind of soft and spongy. She had seen road signs before that said
                SOFT SHOULDER, so she figured that’s what it meant. 

        “Better not stand in one place too long,” Lief said. “Bad things happen
            when you do.”

        Cars and trucks flew by, one every five or six seconds. Nick was the first
            one to put up his hands and start waving to flag down help, and Allie joined him a
            second later. 

        Not a single car stopped. They didn’t even slow down. A wake of wind
            followed each passing car. It tickled Allie’s skin, and her insides as well. Lief waited
            just by the edge of the cliff, pacing back and forth. “You’re not gonna like it up here!
            You’ll see!”

        They tried to get the attention of passing drivers, but nobody stopped for
            hitchhikers nowadays. Standing at the edge of the road simply wasn’t enough. When there
            was a lull in the traffic, Allie stepped over the line separating the shoulder from the
            road. 

        “Don’t!” warned Nick.

        “I know what I’m doing.”

        Lief said nothing.

        Allie ventured out into the middle of the northbound lane. Anyone heading
            north would have to swerve around her. They couldn’t possibly miss seeing her now. 

        Nick was looking more and more nervous. time. “Allie . . . ,”

        “Don’t worry. If they don’t stop, I’ll have plenty of time to jump out of
            the way.” After all, she was in gymnastics, and pretty good at it, too. Jumping was not
            a problem. 

        A harmonica hum that could only be a bus engine began to grow louder, and
            in a few seconds a northbound Greyhound ripped around the bend. She tried to lock eyes
            with the driver, but he was looking straight ahead. In a second he’ll see me,
            she thought. Just one second more. But if he saw her, he was ignoring her. 

        “Allie!” shouted Nick.

        “Okay, okay.” With plenty of time to spare, Allie tried to hop out of the
            way … only she couldn’t hop. She lost her balance, but didn’t fall. Her feet wouldn’t
            let her. She looked down, and at first it looked like she had no feet. It was a moment
            before she realized that she had sunk six inches into the asphalt, clear past her
            ankles, like the road was made of mud. 

        Now she was scared. She pulled one foot out, then the
            other, but when she looked up, she knew it was too late; the bus was bearing down on
            her, and she was about to become roadkill. She screamed as the grill of the bus hit— 

        —Then she was moving past the driver, through seats and legs and luggage,
            and finally through a loud grinding engine in the back, and then she was in the open air
            again. The bus was gone, and her feet were still sinking into the roadway. A trail of
            leaves and dust swept past her, dragged in the bus’s wake. 

        Did I … Did I just pass through a bus?

        “Surprise,” said Lief with a funny little smile. “You should see the look
            on your face!”

        

        Mary Hightower, also known as Mary Queen of Snots, writes in her book
                Sorta Dead that there’s no easy way to tell new arrivals to Everlost that,
            technically, they are no longer alive. “If you come across a ‘Greensoul,’ as new
            arrivals are called, it’s best to just be honest and hit them with the truth quickly,”
            Mary writes. “If necessary, you have to confront them with something they can’t deny,
            otherwise they just keep on refusing to believe it, and they make themselves miserable.
            Waking up in Everlost is like jumping into a cold pool. It’s a shock at first, but once
            you’re in, the water is fine.”

        

    
        CHAPTER 3
Dreamless


        Lief, having been so long in his special forest, never
            had the chance to read any of Mary Hightower’s brilliantly instructional books. Most
            everything he knew about Everlost, he had learned from experience. For instance, he had
            quickly learned that dead-spots—that is, places that only the dead can see—are the only
            places that feel solid to the touch. He could swing from the branches of his dead
            forest, but once he got past its borders to where the living trees were, he would pass
            through them as if they weren’t there—or, more accurately—like he wasn’t there. 

        He didn’t need to read Mary Hightower’s Tips for Taps to know
            that you only need to breathe when you’re talking, or that the only pain you can still
            feel is pain of the heart, or that memories you don’t hold tightly on to are soon lost.
            He knew all too well about the memory part. The worst part about it was that no matter
            how much time passed, you always remembered how many things you’d forgotten. 

        Today, however, he had learned something new. Today, Lief learned how long
            Greensouls slept before awaking to their new afterlife. He had started a count on the
            day they arrived, and as of this morning, it was 272 days. Nine
            months. 

        “Nine months!” Allie yelled. “Are you kidding me?”

        “I don’t think he’s the kidding type,” said Nick, who appeared to be
            actually shivering from the chilliness of the news.

        “I was surprised, too,” Lief told them. “I thought you’d never wake up.”
            He didn’t tell them how every day for nine months he kicked and prodded them, and hit
            them with sticks hoping it would jar them awake. That was best kept to himself. “Think
            of it this way,” he said. “It took nine months to get you born, so doesn’t it figure it
            would take nine months to get you dead?” 

        “I don’t even remember dreaming,” Nick said, trying hopelessly to loosen
            his tie.

        Now Allie was shaking a bit, too, at this news of her own death.

        “We don’t dream,” Lief informed them. “So you never have to worry about
            nightmares.”

        “Why have nightmares,” said Allie, “when you’re in one?” Could all this be
            true? Could she really be dead? No. She wasn’t. If she was dead she would have made it
            to the light at the end of the tunnel. Both of them would have. They were only
            half-dead. 

        Nick kept rubbing his face. “This chocolate—I can’t get it off my face.
            It’s like it’s tattooed there.”

        “It is,” Lief said. “It’s how you died.”

        “What?”

        “It’s just like your clothes,” Lief explained. “It’s a part of you
            now.”

        Nick looked at him like he had just pronounced a life
            sentence. “You mean to tell me that I’m stuck with a chocolate face, and my father’s
            ugly necktie until the end of time?” 

        Lief nodded, but Nick wasn’t ready to believe him. He reached for his tie,
            and tried to undo it with all his strength. Of course, the knot didn’t give at all. Then
            he tried to undo the buttons on his shirt. No luck there, either. Lief laughed, and Nick
            threw him an unamused gaze. 

        The more frustrated Nick and Allie became, the harder Lief worked to
            please them. He brought them to his tree house, hoping it might bring them out their
            sour mood. Lief had built it himself out of the ghost branches that littered the ground
            of the dead forest. He showed them how to climb up to the highest platform, and when
            they got there, he pushed them both off, laughing as they bounced off tree limbs and hit
            the ground. Then he jumped and did the same, thinking they’d both be laughing
            hysterically when he got there, but they were not. 

        For Allie the fall was the most terrifying moment she ever had to endure.
            It was worse than the crash, for that had been over so quickly, she had no time to
            react. It was worse than the Greyhound bus passing through her, because that, too, had
            come and gone in a flash. The fall from the tree, however, seemed to last forever. Each
            branch she hit jarred her to the core. Jarred her, but didn’t hurt her. Still, the lack
            of pain made it no less terrifying. She screamed all the way down, and when at last she
            smashed upon the hard earth of the dead forest with a hearty thump, she felt the wind
            knocked out of her, only to realize there was never actually any wind in her to knock
            out. Nick landed beside her, disoriented, with eyes spinning like he
            just came off a carnival ride. Lief landed beside them, whooping and laughing. 

        “What’s wrong with you?” Allie shouted at Lief, and the fact that he still
            laughed when she grabbed him and shook him made her even angrier. 

        Allie put her hand to her forehead as if all this was giving her a killer
            headache, but she couldn’t have a headache now, could she, and that just made her all
            the more aggravated. The rational part of her mind kept wanting to lash out, telling her
            that this was all a dream, or a misunderstanding, or an elaborate practical joke.
            Unfortunately her rational mind had no supporting evidence. She had fallen from a
            treetop and had not been hurt. She had passed through a Greyhound bus. No, her rational
            mind had to accept the irrational truth. 

        There are rules here, she thought. Rules, just like the physical
            world. She would just have to learn them. After all, the rules of the living world must
            have seemed strange when she was very little. Heavy airplanes flew; the sky turned red
            at sunset; clouds could hold an ocean full of water, then rain it down on the ground
            below. Absurd! The living world was no less bizarre than this afterworld. She tried to
            take some comfort in that, but instead found herself bursting into tears. 

        Lief saw her tears and backed away. He had little experience with girls
            crying—or if he did, his experience was, at best, a hundred years old. He found it
            highly unexpected and disturbing: “What are you crying for?” he asked her. “It’s not
            like you got hurt when you fell from the tree! That’s why I pushed
            you—to show you it wouldn’t hurt.” 

        “I want my parents,” Allie said. Lief could see that Nick was fighting his
            own tears, too. This was not at all how Lief had imagined their first waking day would
            be, but maybe he should have. Maybe he should have realized that leaving one’s life
            behind is not an easy thing to do. Lief supposed he would have missed his parents, too,
            if he could still remember them. He did remember that he used to miss them, though. It
            wasn’t a good feeling. He watched Nick and Allie, waiting for their tears to subside,
            and that’s when the unthinkable occurred to him. 

        “You’re not going to stay here, are you?”

        Nick and Allie didn’t answer right away, but that silence was enough of an
            answer.

        “You’re just like the others!” he shouted out, before he even realized
            what he was going to say.

        Allie took a step closer to him. “The others?”

        Lief silently cursed himself for having said it. He hadn’t meant to tell
            them. He wanted them to think it was just the three of them. That way maybe they would
            have stayed. Now all his plans were ruined. 

        “What do you mean others?” Allie said again.

        “Fine, leave!” Lief shouted. “I don’t care anyway. Go out there and sink
            to the center of the Earth for all I care. That’s what happens, you know. If you’re not
            careful, you sink and sink and sink all the way to the center of the Earth!” 

        Nick wiped away the last of his tears. “How would you know? All you know
            is how to swing from trees. You haven’t been anywhere. You don’t know anything.”

        Lief bolted away from them. He climbed his tree to the highest perch, up
            in the slimmest branches.

        They won’t leave, he told himself. They won’t leave because
                they need me. They need me to teach them to climb, and to swing. They need me to
                show them how to live without being alive.

        Here on his high perch, Lief kept his special things: the handful of
            precious items that had made the journey with him, crossing from the living world into
            Everlost. These were the things he had found when he woke up after the flood that had
            taken his life—ghost things that he could touch and feel. They kept him connected to his
            fading memories. There was a shoe that had been his father’s. He often put his own foot
            in it, wishing that someday he would grow into it, but knowing that he never would.
            There was a water-damaged tin picture of himself—the only thing he had to remember what
            he looked like. It was pocked with so many spots, he couldn’t tell which spots were
            dirt, and which were freckles. In the end, he just assumed they were all freckles.
            Finally there was a rabbit’s foot that was apparently no more lucky for him than it had
            been for the rabbit. There had once been a nickel, but it had been stolen by the first
            kid he came across in Everlost—as if money had any value to them anymore. He had found
            all these items marooned on the small dead-spot he had awoken on, and when he had
            stepped off the little spot of dried mud, onto living-land, his feet had begun to sink
            in. The sinking was the first lesson he had learned. You had to keep moving or down you
            went. He had kept moving, afraid to stop, afraid to sleep. Crossing from towns to woods,
            and back to towns, he had come to understand his ghostly nature, and although it terrified him, he endured it, for what else could he do? Why
            was he a ghost and not an angel? Why did he not go to heaven? That’s what the preacher
            always said: Heaven or hell—those were the only choices. So then why was he still here
            on Earth? 

        He had asked himself these questions over and over until he tired of
            asking, and just accepted. Then he had found the forest; a huge dead-spot large enough
            to make his home. It was a place where he could actually feel the trees—a place where he
            did not sink—and he knew in his heart that the good lord had provided him with this
            forest. It was his personal share of eternity. 

        As for these new kids, they would spend forever with him. It was the
            design of things. They might leave now, but once they saw what the rest of the world was
            like, they would come back to him, and he would build them their own platforms in the
            tree, and they would laugh together, and they would talk and talk and talk to make up
            for all the years Lief had existed in silence. 

        Down below, Nick had watched Lief climb up the tree until he disappeared
            into the lush canopy. Nick found himself trying to balance his feelings of sympathy for
            the boy with his own confused feelings about being dead. He felt queasy, and wondered
            how that could be if, technically, he didn’t actually have a stomach anymore. The
            thought just made him even more queasy. 

        “Well,” said Allie. “This sucks.”

        Nick let loose an unexpected guffaw, which made Allie giggle. How could
            they be laughing at a time like this?

        “We have some decisions to make,” said Allie.

        Nick didn’t exactly feel in a decision-making frame of mind. “You think
            it’s possible to have post-traumatic stress disorder if you’re dead?” he asked. Allie
            had no answer. 

        Nick looked at his hands, which were smudged with everlasting chocolate,
            like his face. He rubbed his arm. If he had no fleshly body, why could he still feel his
            skin? Or maybe it was just a memory of skin. And what about all the things people told
            him in life, about what happened to you when you died? Not that he was certain about any
            of it. His father had been an alcoholic who found God, and it changed his life. His
            mother was into new age stuff, and believed in reincarnation and crystals. Nick always
            found himself caught in some uncomfortable in-between. He had faith in faith,
            though—that is to say, he deeply believed that someday he’d find something to deeply
            believe. That “someday” never came for Nick. Instead, he wound up here—and this place
            didn’t fit with either of his parents’ versions of the afterlife. And then, of course,
            there was his friend, Ralphy Sherman, who claimed to have had a near-death experience.
            (According to Ralphy, we’re all briefly reincarnated as insects, and the light at the
            end of the tunnel is actually a bug-zapper.) Well, this place was not purgatory,
            Nirvana, or any sort of rebirth, and it occurred to Nick that regardless of what people
            believed, the universe had its own ideas. 

        “At least now we know there’s an afterlife,” Allie said, but Nick shook
            his head.

        “This isn’t the afterlife,” he said. “We never made it to the afterlife.
            This is kind of an interlife. A space between life and death.” Nick thought
            back to that light he had seen at the end of the tunnel, before he
            had crashed into Allie on the way. That light had been his destination. He still didn’t
            know what was in that light—Jesus, or Buddha, or the light of a hospital delivery room
            where he would be reborn. Would he ever know? 

        “What if we’re lost here forever?” he asked.

        Allie scowled at him. “Are you always so full of gloom and doom?”

        “Usually.”

        Nick looked at the forest around them. Was this such a bad place to spend
            eternity? It wasn’t exactly paradise, but it was kind of pretty. The trees were full and
            lush. They’d never lose their leaves. He wondered if the weather of the living world
            could still affect him. If not, then it wouldn’t be so bad staying here. Certainly the
            boy they called Lief had adjusted, so couldn’t they? But then, that wasn’t the real
            question. The question was, did they want to? 

        Lief waited in his tree house, and soon they climbed up to him, as he knew
            they would. He quickly hid his special things as Nick and Allie reached the platform,
            both of them huffing and puffing, as if they were out of breath. 

        “Stop that,” he told them. “You’re not out of breath, you just think you
            are, so stop it.”

        “Lief, please, this is important,” Allie said. “We need you to tell us
            about the ‘others’ you were talking about before.”

        There was no sense trying to hide it now, so he told them what he knew.
            “They come through my forest every once in a while. Other kids on their way places. They
                never stay long—and none have come through here for years.” 

        “Where do they go?”

        “Anywhere. They’re always running. They’re always running from the
            McGill.”

        “The what?”

        “The McGill.”

        “Is that a grown-up?”

        Lief shook his head. “No grown-ups here. Only kids. Kids and
            monsters.”

        “Monsters!” said Nick. “That’s great. That’s wonderful. I’m so glad I
            asked.”

        But Allie wasn’t shaken. “There are no such things as monsters,” she told
            Lief.

        He looked to Allie, then to Nick, then back to Allie again.

        “There are here.”

        

        On the absence of adults in Everlost, Mary Hightower writes: “To date
            no grown-up has ever been documented to cross into Everlost. The reason is quite obvious
            when you stop to think about it. You see, adults, being the way they are, never get lost
            on the way to the light no matter how hard they get bumped, simply because adults always
            think they know exactly where they’re going, even if they don’t, and so they all wind up
            going somewhere. If you don’t believe me, ask yourself this: Have you ever seen a
            grown-up get into a car so they could go ‘nowhere in particular’?” 

        On the presence of monsters, Mary Hightower is curiously silent.

        

    
CHAPTER 4
A Coin on its Edge


Night had fallen over the woods, and the three dead kids sat on the highest platform of the tree house bathed in an unnaturally bright moonlight that truly made them look like ghosts. It took a while for Nick and Allie to realize that the moon wasn’t out that night. 

“Great,” said Nick, not thinking it was great at all. “Just what I always wanted—to be a glow-in-the-dark ghost.”

“Don’t call us ghosts,” Allie said.

Nick simply didn’t have the patience for Allie’s issues with word choice. “Face it, that’s what we are.”

“ ‘Ghost’ implies a whole lot of things that I am NOT. Do I look like Casper to you?”

“Fine,” said Nick. “We’re not ghosts, we’re Undefined Spectral Doohickies. USDs. Are you happy now?”

“Well that’s just stupid.”

“We’re Afterlights,” said Lief. They both turned to him. “The others who pass through—that’s what they call us, on account of how we glow in the dark—in the day time, too, if you look close enough.”

“Afterlights,” repeated Allie. “See, I told you we weren’t ghosts.”

Allie and Lief began to talk about monsters again, and, as far as Nick was concerned, this was a conversation he would just as well stay out of. Instead, Nick decided to hold his breath, to see if it were true that oxygen was no longer a requirement. Still, he listened. 

“If nothing can hurt you here,” asked Allie, “why be afraid of the McGill?”

“The McGill knows how to hurt you in other ways. It knows how to make you suffer till the end of time, and it’ll do it too, if it gets the chance.” Lief’s eyes were wide, and he made sweeping gestures with his hands like he was telling a campfire story. “The McGill hates kids that get stuck here—hates the sounds we make. It’ll tear out your tongue if it hears you talk, and rip out your lungs if it hears you pretending to breathe. They say the McGill is the devil’s own pet hound that chewed through its leash, and escaped. It couldn’t make it all the way to the living world, but it made it to here. That’s why we have to stay in the forest. It doesn’t know about the forest. We’re safe here.” 

Nick could tell that Allie wasn’t convinced. He wasn’t convinced himself, but in light of their current predicament, suddenly anything seemed possible. 

“How do you know all this?” Allie asked.

“The other kids who come through the forest. They tell stories.”

“Did these kids actually see the McGill?” Allie asked. 

“No one who’s ever seen it has escaped.”

“How convenient.”

Nick released his breath, having held it for ten minutes with no ill effects. “Technically speaking,” Nick said, “there have always been monsters, or at least they were called that until people knew something better to call them. The giant squid. The megamouth shark. The anaconda.” 

“See!” said Lief.

Allie threw Nick a withering look. “Thank you Mr. Google. The next time I need some crucial information, I’ll type in some choice keywords.” 

“Yeah,” said Nick. “I’m sure your keywords will all have four letters.”

Allie turned back to Lief. “So, is this McGill a giant squid?”

“I don’t know,” said Lief, “but whatever it is, it’s terrible.”

“It’s made-up,” insisted Allie.

“You don’t know everything!”

“No,” said Allie, “but now I’ve got all the time in the world, so I eventually will.”

Nick had to admit that both Lief and Allie had their points. Lief’s stories reeked of exaggeration, but every story had some basis in truth. On the other hand, Allie had a practical view of things. 

“Lief,” Nick asked, “has anyone who’s passed through here ever come back?”

“No,” Lief said. “They were all eaten by the McGill.”

“Or they found a better place to be,” suggested Nick.

“Either we stay here, or we get eaten by the McGill,” said Lief. “That’s why I’m staying here.”

“What if there’s another choice?” said Nick. “If we’re not alive, but we’re not quite dead, then maybe …” He pulled a coin out of his pocket—one of the few things that had come with him, along with those overly formal clothes he wore. “Maybe we’re like coins standing on their edge?” 

Allie considered this. “Meaning?”

“Meaning, we might be able to shake things up a little, and find a way to come up heads.”

“Or tails,” suggested Allie.

“What are you talking about?” said Lief. 

“Life and death.” Nick flipped the coin, and slapped it down on the back of his palm, keeping it covered with his other hand, so none of them could see how it had landed. “Maybe—just maybe—we can find a way out of here. A way into the light at the end of the tunnel … or maybe even a path back to life.” 

It seemed the trees themselves held the thought, sifting it through their boughs, giving it resonance.

“Could that be possible?” Allie asked, and looked to Lief.

“I don’t know,” he told them.

“So the question is,” said Nick, “where do we go to find out?”

“There’s only one place I want to go,” said Allie. “Home.”

Nick instinctively sensed that going home wouldn’t be a good idea—but just like Allie, he wanted to go home. He had to find out if his family had survived, or if they “got where they were going.” They were in Upstate New York, though; it was far from home. 

“I’m from Baltimore,” Nick said. “How about you?”

“New Jersey,” Allie said. “The southern tip.”

“Okay. Then we head south from here, and keep an eye out for others who can help us. Someone has got to know how to get out of this place … one way, or another.” 

Nick put his coin away, and they all began to talk about life, death, and a way out of this place in-between. None of them had noticed on which side the coin had landed. 

Allie had always been a goal-oriented girl. It was both her strength and her weakness. She had a drive to completion that always got things done, but it also made her inflexible, and stubborn. Even though she adamantly denied being stubborn, she knew deep down it was true. 

The coin-on-its-edge business might have been fine for Nick, but Allie was not at ease with all this metaphysical talk. Going home, however—that was a goal she could buy into. Whether she was dead or half-dead, whether she was spirit or wraith, didn’t matter. It was too unpleasant to think about. Better to put on the blinders, and keep her thoughts fully focused on the house where she had spent her life. She would go back there. And once she was there, all things would sort themselves out. She had to believe that, or she would lose her mind. 

Lief had his own unique way of seeing things, too—and his vision began and ended with the forest. He wouldn’t be going with them, because for Lief, being alone in his safe haven was better than having company in the big bad world of the living. 

As for the snowshoes, they were Nick’s idea, although Allie was the one who figured out how to make them, and Lief was the one with the practical know-how to actually do it with twigs and strips of bark. Allie thought they looked kind of goofy, but after all it wasn’t like they’d be posing for a fashion show any time soon. 

“What’s the point,” Lief had said when Nick first mentioned the idea of snowshoes. “It’s not going to snow for months, and we move right through snow anyway.” 

“They’re not for snow,” Nick had told him. “It’s so we can walk on living-world roads without sinking in. We’ll be able to move faster if we don’t have to pluck our feet out of the asphalt after every step.” 

“So then they’re road-shoes, not snowshoes,” Lief said, then went about tying twigs together with strips of bark. When he had finished the shoes, he handed them to Nick and Allie. “Aren’t you afraid at all?” he asked. “Aren’t you afraid of what’s out there? All the things you couldn’t see when you were alive? Evil spirits? Monsters? I’ve been waiting forever for you to come. I prayed for you, did you know that? God hears our prayers here. Maybe even better than before, because we’re closer to him here.” Lief looked at them with big, mournful eyes. “Please don’t go.” 

It tugged at Allie’s heart, and brought a tear to her eyes, but she couldn’t let her emotions influence this decision. She had to remind herself that Lief wasn’t really a little kid. He was an Afterlight who was more than a hundred years old. He had done fine in his forest alone, and there was no reason to think he wouldn’t be fine once they left. 

“I’m sorry,” Allie told him. “But we can’t stay. Maybe once we learn more, we’ll come back for you.”

Lief put his hands in his pockets and sullenly looked at the ground. “Good luck, then,” he said. “And watch out for the McGill.”

“We will.”

He stood there for a moment more, then said, “Thank you for giving me a name. I’ll try to remember it.” Then he climbed away, disappearing high in his tree house again. 

“South,” said Nick.

“Home,” said Allie, and they climbed out of the forest to face the treacherous unknowns of the living world.



Whether or not careless children actually sink down to the center of the Earth, no one can say for sure. Certainly many do disappear, but as it always seems to happen when no one else is looking, it confounds all attempts to discover where they actually go. The official term for sinking, coined by none other than Mary Hightower herself, is “Gravity Fatigue.” 

In her groundbreaking book The Gravity of Gravity, Mary writes: “Do not believe rumors that children leave Everlost. We are here to stay. Those who can no longer be seen have simply fallen victim to Gravity Fatigue, and are either at, or on their way to the center of the Earth. I imagine the center of the Earth must be a crowded place by now, but perhaps it is the spirits of those of us residing there that keep the Earth alive and green.”




        CHAPTER 5
Friends in High Places


        Mary Hightower was not born with that name. She could
            no longer remember what her true name was, although she was relatively certain her first
            name started with an M. She took the name Mary because it seemed a proper,
            motherly name. True, she was only fifteen, but had she lived, she would most certainly
            have become a mother. And anyway, she was a mother to those who needed one—and there
            were many. 

        The name Hightower came because she was the very first who dared to
            ascend.

        That singular bold act of climbing the stairs and staking a claim had
            earned her a level of respect from others she could not have imagined. They were in awe
            of her, and many other Everlost children followed her lead. Realizing her position was
            now high in more ways than one, she decided it was time to share what she knew about
            Everlost with all Afterlights. Although she had been writing for more than a hundred
            years, she had only shared it with the small group of younger children she had taken
            under her wing. But the moment she became Mary Hightower, all that changed. Now her writings were read by everyone—and what had once been a small
            group of children in her care had grown into hundreds. She had no doubt she would
            eventually be a mother to thousands. 

        Some people thought of her as a god. She had no desire to be a god, but
            she did like the respect and honor with which she was now treated. Of course, she did
            have her enemies, and they called her less flattering things, but always from a safe
            distance. 

        Today her view from the top floor was magnificent, and sometimes she swore
            she could see the whole world from here. Yet she knew it was a world that had gone on
            without her. Far below the traffic of the living world passed, dots of buses and taxis
            in constant congestion. Let them go about their business, she thought. It
                means nothing to me. My concern is this world, not theirs.

        A knock at the door drew her attention away from the view. In a moment
            Stradivarius stepped in, a mousy boy with tufts of tightly curled blond hair. 

        “What is it, Vari?”

        “A Finder’s here to see you, Miss Mary. He says he’s got something really
            good.”

        Mary sighed. Everyone called themselves “Finders” these days. Usually they
            had never actually found anything of importance. A scrap of paper, a piece of driftwood,
            maybe. The true Finders had far better goods. They were masters at what they did, and
            knew all the circumstances that could cause an object to cross over into Everlost. The
                true Finders were few. 

        “Is this someone we’ve seen before?”

        “I think so,” said Stradivarius. “And I think he’s got real food!”

        This news caught Mary’s attention, although she tried not to show Vari how
            much. She was good at keeping her emotions to herself, but if the Finder truly had food
            that had crossed over from the living world, it would be hard to contain herself. 

        “Show him in.”

        Vari slipped out, and returned with a young man, about thirteen years old,
            wearing nothing but a bathing suit, its waistband hidden by a pasty root-beer belly.
                Well, thought Mary, we can’t choose the moment and manner of our
                crossing. Just as this boy was condemned to travel eternity in a wet bathing
            suit, she was consigned to the most uncomfortable school dress she owned. The only good
            thing about it was that it was green and matched her eyes. 

        “Hi, Miss Mary,” the Finder said, respectfully. “You remember me, right?”
            He smiled, but his mouth stretched much too wide, and he had far too many teeth, giving
            the impression that she could tip back the top of his head like a boy-shaped cookie jar. 

        “Yes, I remember you. You’re Speedo, from New Jersey. The last time you
            came, you brought an orange, wasn’t it?”

        “Grapefruit!” he said, thrilled to be remembered.

        It had been a long time since she had last seen this particular Finder,
            but how could she forget that bathing suit? “What did you bring today?” 

        His smile stretched even wider. Now he was teeth all the way to his ears.
            “I brought something fantastic! … How would you like a little … dessert?”

        “Dessert?” said Mary. “Please don’t tell me you’ve brought some of those
            horrid fortune cookies!”

        Clearly Speedo was offended by the suggestion. “I’m a Finder,
            Miss Mary. I know better than to waste your time with fortune cookies. I won’t even
            touch them.” 

        “That’s very wise,” Mary told him. “And I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to insult
            you. Please—show me what you’ve got.”

        He hurried out, and returned with a box that he set on the table. “You may
            want to sit down,” he told her. When she didn’t, he removed the lid to reveal something
            Mary thought she’d never have the good fortune to see again. 

        “A birthday cake!” There was no sense trying to hide her astonishment—and
            yes, perhaps she should have sat down, because the sight of it made her feel faint. This
            wasn’t just a slice of bread, or a gnawed chicken bone, as many of the Food-Finders
            brought; this was an entire birthday cake, round and white, completely unmarred. It said
            “Happy 5th Birthday Suzie.” She had no idea who Suzie was, and she didn’t care, because
            if she was having a birthday, she was one of the living, and the living were not her
            concern. Mary lifted her finger, then turned to the Finder. “May I?” 

        “Of course!”

        Slowly, carefully she dipped her finger down and touched it to the cake,
            dragging it over the tiniest edge, feeling the frosting stick to her fingertip. She
            pulled her finger back and put it to her mouth to taste. The explosion of flavor was
            almost too much to bear. It took over all her senses, and she had to close her eyes.
            Vanilla buttercream! So perfectly sweet!

        “It’s good stuff, huh?” said Speedo. “I was gonna eat it myself, but then
            I thought my favorite customer might want it.” And he added, “That’s you,” just in case
            there was any doubt. 

        Mary grinned and clapped her hands together, as she realized how the
            Finder had come across the cake. “You wait at birthday parties! How very clever!”
            Everyone knew the only food that ever crossed over was food lovingly prepared—and it
            only happened when that lovingly prepared food met an untimely, unlikely end. Where
            better to find such food than a birthday party, where mothers baked their love right
            into the batter? “That’s brilliant!” Mary said. “Absolutely brilliant.” 

        Speedo looked nervous, and hitched up his bathing suit—a nervous habit,
            since it was in no danger of falling down. “You’re not going to tell anyone, are you? I
            mean, it’s a trade secret. If people knew where I go to find food, everyone else’ll do
            the same, and I’ll be out of business.” 

        “I won’t tell a soul,” Mary said, “but you have to tell me one thing. How
            many birthday parties did you have to sit through until a cake crossed over?” 

        He puffed up proudly. “Three hundred and seventy-eight!”

        Mary shook her head. “You must be sick of birthdays!”

        “Hey, you do what you’ve gotta do, right?” Then he walked around, talking
            about the cake like it was a used car he was trying to sell. “It was something to watch,
            though. That little kid reached up and pulled the whole cake right off the table before
            they could even put the candles in! It smashed in a heap on the floor, but as you can
            see, it left a lasting impression on the table where it sat: The
            ghost of a birthday cake, just waiting for me to take.” 

        Mary looked at the cake and thought about dipping her finger in again, but
            stopped herself. It would be too easy to keep on eating it and not stop until the last
            crumb was gone. 

        “So,” said Speedo, “what do you think it’s worth?”

        “What are you asking?”

        “How am I supposed to know what I want, when I don’t know what ya got to
            give?”

        Mary considered this. The cake was worth ten times anything she had ever
            traded for. This, she knew, was this Finder’s gold mine, and he might never find another
            one. He deserved a fair and honest trade. 

        Mary crossed the large room to a chest of drawers, and pulled out a set of
            keys. She tossed them to Speedo, and he caught it. 

        “Keys?” he said. “I’ve found lots of keys. They ain’t no good unless the
            thing they unlock also crossed into Everlost—and that never happens.” 

        “Something very strange happened in the living world a few weeks ago,”
            Mary told him. “A man sent his car into one end of a carwash, and it never came out the
            other end. No one has any idea what happened to it.” 

        He looked at her, his face a mix of hope and distrust. “And what
                did happen to it?” 

        “Sunspots.”

        “Huh?”

        Mary sighed. “If you had read my book, Everything You Ever Wanted to
                Know About Vortexes but Were Afraid to Ask, then you would know that sunspot
            activity tends to create vortexes from the living world to ours,
            through which living-world objects sometimes fall.” 

        “Oh,” said Speedo. “Sunspots, yeah.”

        Mary grinned. “In a parking stall at the north side of old Penn Station,
            you’ll find a silver Jaguar. I don’t travel much, so I doubt I’d have much use for it.
            It’s yours, if you promise to bring me all of your best food finds.” 

        She could tell that the Finder was excited about the car, but he was a
            good negotiator. “Well,” he said, “I already do have a pretty sweet ride….” 

        “Yes,” said Mary, “you talked about it last time you were here. As I
            recall, it’s more trouble than it’s worth, because you can never find a place to park
            it.” 

        “Yeah,” he said, “I guess I could do with something smaller. Okay—it’s a
            deal!” He shook her hand a little too forcefully, finally letting his true excitement
            show. “A Jag. Wow!” His smile stretched right into the middle of his ears, and Mary
            simply had to say something about it. Someone had to. 

        “You should try to remember that the living only have thirty-two
            teeth.”

        He looked at her, stunned by her directness.

        “Eight incisors,” Mary continued, “four canine, eight bicuspids, and
            twelve molars, if you’ve got wisdom teeth.”

        “Oh,” he said, getting red in the face.

        “It’s clear you put a lot of importance on your smile, but when you think
            about it too much, it starts to take over.” 

        Even before he turned to leave, Mary could see the information taking
            effect; his mouth was shrinking back to sensible proportions.

        

        In her book Spectral Visions: An Afterlight’s Guide to Looking
                One’s Best, Mary Hightower writes, “If, at times, you find others looking at
            you strangely, and you don’t know why, chances are you’re losing touch with your own
            self-image. That is to say, your body, or your face, is beginning to distort. Remember,
            we look the way we look only because we remember looking like that. If you forget that
            your eyes are blue, they may just turn purple. If you forget that human beings have ten
            fingers, you may suddenly end up with twelve. 

            “A simple remedy to image-loss is to find a picture that you think
            resembles you—and if you happened to have crossed over with an actual picture of
            yourself, all the better. Study the picture. Take in as much detail as you can. Once the
            image is firmly in your mind, you’ll start looking like your old self in no time. Never
            underestimate the importance of remembering how you looked in life. Unless, of course,
            you’d rather forget.”

        

    
CHAPTER 6
Scavengers


Nick remembered everything about his life in perfect detail. How he looked, how his parents looked, what he had for lunch before the miserable accident that landed him here. It troubled him, though, that Lief had become such a blank slate over the years he had been in his forest. If memories aged badly, fading like an old newspaper, how long until Nick suffered the same loss? He didn’t want to forget anything. 

Having been used to travel at sixty-five miles per hour, Nick’s southbound trek with Allie was a slow one. Hiking was not one of Nick’s favorite activities. In life it would make his joints ache, and he would invariably stumble on some rude protrusion of nature, and skin a knee. This hike-after-death was no more pleasant. True, the bruises and body aches were gone, but he could not deny how thirsty it made him. Thirsty and hungry. Lief had told them that they no longer needed to eat or drink, anymore than they needed to breathe, but it still didn’t stop the craving. “You get used to it,” Lief had told them, back in the forest. Nick wasn’t sure he ever wanted to get used to an eternity of longing. 

They also discovered their spectral bodies didn’t actually require sleep, but, as with food, it didn’t change the craving for it. Nick and Allie had agreed that they would take time to sleep, as they would have if they were still alive. It was a connection to the world of the living that they did not want to lose. The simple act of resting, however, couldn’t be done just anywhere. 

“How can we sleep if we sink?” Nick had asked on the first evening. The road-shoes they wore did their job while Nick and Allie walked, keeping them mostly on the surface of the road, but if they stood still for too long, the ground began its slow swallow. They couldn’t find a way to keep from sinking that first night, and so they kept walking. 

It was on the second day of their journey that the solution came. When the mountain road became treacherous, they began to find odd little patches of asphalt that weren’t like the rest of the road. They were solid! The patches were never more than a few feet wide. It was Allie who figured it out when they came across one that was marked with a small white wooden cross. 

“I know what this is!” Allie said. “I saw them when we visited Mexico. They put little crosses by the side of the road where people died in car accidents. I never thought to look for it here in the States, but I’ll bet there are people who do it here, too.” 

“So the passing of a spirit must leave a permanent mark on the spot where it happened, turning it into a dead-spot!” Nick had to admit it was an exciting, if somewhat morbid discovery. 

They rested on one of the so-called dead-spots, close together, because the spot was so small, and as they basked in the light of their own glows, they allowed themselves the luxury of small talk. They discussed all those subjects that didn’t matter much in the larger scheme of things, like what music they liked, and who they thought won the World Series during their nine-month transition. Their conversation took a sober turn, as late night conversations often do. 

“When I get home,” Allie said, “I’m going to find a way to make them all see me.”

“But what if they never see you?” Nick said. “What if they just keep on living their lives like you’re not even there?”

“That’s not gonna happen.”

“Why not?” said Nick. “Because you say so? That’s not how the world works.”

“How do you know? You don’t know how this world works any more than I do.”

“Exactly. That’s why I say we learn more about it before we go home. We’ve got to find other ghosts with more experience.”

“Other Afterlights,” Allie corrected, still refusing to admit she was a ghost. 

The thought made Nick look at his hands and arms, studying his own peculiar incandescence; his gentle Afterlight glow. The lines that ran across his palms were still there. He could see his fingerprints—but perhaps that was just because fingerprints are what he expected to see. He wondered if he would still look the same if he had made it all the way to the light at the end of the tunnel, or if the memory of flesh would completely dissolve into the glow once he reached his final destination—a destination where his family might already be. 

“We have to accept that there may be nobody to go home to,” Nick reminded Allie.

Allie pursed her lips. “Maybe for you, but it was just my Dad and me in our car. Mom stayed home because my sister was sick.”

“Doesn’t it even bother you that your Dad might not have made it?”

“He made it somewhere,” Allie said, “which is more than I can say for us. It’s like Lief said—everyone else in the accident either survived or they got where they were going—which means that either way they’re sort of okay.” 

Allie did have a point; it was some comfort to know that there truly was some place they were all ultimately going—that the end wasn’t the end. Even so, the thought of his whole family making that mysterious journey all at the same terrible time … Then something occurred to Nick. “I didn’t see any dead-spots where the accident happened. We got thrown into the forest, but there were no dead-spots on the road!” 

“We weren’t looking for dead-spots then,” Allie pointed out, but Nick chose to believe there were none. It was better than the alternative. 

“Where were you going that day?” Nick asked.

Allie took her time before she answered him. “I can’t remember. Isn’t that funny?”

“I’m starting to forget things, too,” Nick admitted. “I don’t want to forget their faces.”

“You won’t,” she said—and although there was no evidence to back it up, Nick chose to believe that, too.

•   •   •

By the third day, they had passed out of the mountains, and the highway became wider and straighter. They were still in Upstate New York, many miles away from their respective destinations. At this rate it would take weeks, maybe months to get there. 

They passed town after town, and soon learned how to easily identify dead-spots. They were different from the living places. First of all, there was a clarity to them—they were in sharper focus, and the colors were far more vibrant. Secondly, when you stood in one of those spots, there was a certain sense of well-being—a sense of belonging—as if the ghost places were the true living places, and not the other way around. 

It was that fundamental grayness of the living world that struck more deeply than any chill. Although they wouldn’t speak it aloud, it made both Nick and Allie long for the lush and comforting beauty of Lief’s forest. 

At dusk, on the fifth day, they found a nice patch of solid ground, beneath a big sign that said, WELCOME TO ROCKLAND COUNTY! Leaves poked through the pavement, lush and green to their eyes, eternally unaffected by the changing of seasons. The spot was large enough for both of them to stretch out and sleep. 

“I’m tired of sleeping every night,” Nick said. “We don’t need it. We don’t get tired,” and then he said the real reason why he didn’t want to sleep. “I don’t like not dreaming.” 

Allie felt the same way, but didn’t want to say anything about it. Once, many years ago, her appendix had burst, and she had gone under general anesthesia. It was a strange sensation. She started to breathe in the anesthetic, and boom, she was out. Then suddenly she was awake again, and it was all over. There was just a hiccup of time, some groggy confusion, and she was back, with an ache in her side and some stitches. It was like … not existing. Sleep here was the same way. 

“We sleep because we can,” she told Nick. “Because it reminds us of what it’s like to be alive.” 

“How can eight hours of death remind us of being alive?”

Allie had no answer for him, only that it felt right. It felt natural, and in their unnatural state, anything that felt natural was a good thing. In the end Nick stopped his grumbling, and lay down. “I’ll lie here, but I’m not going to sleep. I’ll stay awake and watch the stars.” 

The stars, however, were not sufficiently exciting to keep him awake. In fact, they were sedating. He fell asleep before Allie did, leaving her to ponder their predicament. What if she got home, and her parents weren’t there? What if her father had died in the accident, and her mother had moved away? She wouldn’t be able to ask anyone about it, she’d have no way of finding out. She was thankful when the anesthetic sleep of Everlost finally overtook her. 

The ambush came without warning in the middle of the night.

Nick and Allie opened their eyes to four stern, glowing faces looking down on them. In an instant they were grabbed and hauled to their feet, roughed up and manhandled. Allie tried to scream, but a large hand covered her mouth. A hand like that of a monster. Only these weren’t monsters; these were boys no older than she. 

“Nick!” she called. But Nick was too busy fighting off two boys who were struggling to hold him as well.

“What’s your problem?” Nick shouted. “Who are you? What do you want?”

“We ask the questions,” said the boy who was apparently in charge. He was smaller than the rest, but clearly the toughest of the lot. He wore baggy knickerbockers, not much different from Lief’s, and from his lip dangled a cigarette that never got smaller and never went out. But by far the strangest thing about him was his hands. They were the size of a man’s hands, big and knobby, and when he curled them into fists, they seemed as large as boxing gloves. 

“I think they’re Greensouls, Johnnie-O,” said one kid with a weird mop of candy-apple-red hair that made him look like a Raggedy Andy doll. “A week old, maybe less.” 

“I can see that,” Johnnie-O said. “I’m not stupid, I know a Greensoul when I see one.”

“We’re Afterlights,” Nick shouted out, “just like you, so leave us alone.”

Johnnie-O laughed. “Of course you’re Afterlights, idiot. What we’re saying is that you’re new arrivals. Greensouls. Get it?”

“They might still got stuff,” said Raggedy Andy. “Greensouls always got stuff.”

“Welcome to Everlost,” Johnnie-O said in a voice that wasn’t welcoming at all. “This here’s my territory, and you gots to pay me for passage.” 

Allie gave the boy holding her a punch in the face to get him to let go. “Is this how you always greet visitors?” Allie said. 

Johnnie-O took a suck on his cig. “Visitors ain’t always friendly.”

Nick shrugged off the two boys who were holding him. “We don’t have anything to pay you with.”

“Yeah, so I guess you’ll just have to kill us,” Allie said snidely, and added, “Oh, sorry, guess you can’t.”

“Turn their pockets,” Johnnie-O ordered, and his goons reached into Nick and Allie’s pants pockets and turned them inside out. Mostly they got lint, but Nick had a couple of things he had forgotten were in there. There was that old coin, which must have been a nickel, although the face had worn off. The tough kids weren’t interested in it, and flicked it back at him. He caught it and returned it to his pocket. 

It was the other object in Nick’s pocket that got their attention.

“Look at this,” said a funny-looking kid with dark purple lips, like he had died while sucking on a grape jawbreaker. He held up a hard little object that had fallen out of Nick’s pocket, which Nick quickly recognized as a piece of what is commonly referred to as “ABC” gum, wrapped up in its original wrapper. His mother always complained that he left his chewed gum in his pockets and it got all over the clothes in the wash. 

The purple-mouthed kid held the hard, cold wad of gum and looked over at Johnnie-O, hesitating.

“Hand it over,” said Johnnie-O. His voice was commanding for a boy of his size. He opened up his huge, beefy hand.

Still Purple-puss hesitated. “We can cut it into pieces,” he suggested.

“I said hand it over.” Johnnie-O held his upturned palm right before the boy. You didn’t say no to a palm that big. Purple-puss gingerly put the small, round wad into Johnnie-O’s hand. 

“Next time I have to ask you twice,” Johnnie-O said, “you’re going down.”

Purple-puss’s Adam’s apple bobbed nervously, like a walnut in his throat. Or a jawbreaker.

Then Allie and Nick watched in utter disbelief as Johnnie-O peeled the paper from the sticky piece of gum and popped it in his mouth. 

“Oh, gross,” said Nick.

In response, Raggedy Andy punched him in the stomach. Nick doubled over out of reflex, only realizing a second later that it didn’t hurt. How annoying it must be for bullies, he thought, to not be able to inflict pain. This place must be a bully’s version of hell. 

Johnnie-O worked the gum until it was soft again. He closed his eyes for a moment as he chewed. “A lot of flavor still left in this one,” he said. “Cinnamon.” Then he looked at Nick. “You always waste your gum like that?” he said. “I mean, when you were living?” 

Nick only shrugged. “I chew until I can’t taste it anymore.”

Johnnie-O just kept on chewing. “You ain’t got no tastebuds.”

“Can I have it next?” said Purple-puss.

“Don’t be gross,” Johnnie-O said.

Allie laughed at that, and Johnnie-O threw her a sharp gaze, followed by a second gaze that was more calculated. 

“You’re not the prettiest thing, are you?” he said.

Her lips pulled tightly together in anger, and she knew that made her less attractive, which only made her angrier. “I’m pretty enough,” she said. “I’m pretty in my own way.” Which was true. No one had ever called Allie a ravishing beauty, but she knew very well that she wasn’t unattractive, either. What made her madder still was that she had to justify herself and the way she looked to this big-handed creep, who chewed other people’s used gum. “On a scale of one to ten,” Allie said, “I suppose I’m a seven. But you, on the other hand, I estimate you to be about a three.” She could tell that it stung, mainly because it was true. 

“Seven’s not worth lookin’ at,” he said. “And the way I see it, we’re not going to have to look at each other much longer, are we?” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” said Nick, who did not like the sound of it any more than Allie did.

Johnnie-O crossed his arms, making his oversized hands seem even larger compared to his small chest. “A single piece of gum don’t buy you passage over my territory,” he said. He turned to Nick. “Which means you gots to be my servant now.” 

“We’ll do no such thing,” said Allie.

“I wasn’t talkin’ to you. We don’t need the likes of you around here.”

“Well,” said Allie, “I’m not going without him.”

And the others laughed.

“Oh,” said Raggedy Andy, “I don’t think he’ll want to go where you’re going.”

Allie didn’t quite know what that meant, but even so, she started to panic.

“Grab her,” Johnnie-O ordered his comrades.

Allie knew she had to think of something quick, and so she said the first thing that came to mind. “Stay away from me or I’ll call the McGill!” 

That stopped them dead in their tracks.

“What are you talkin’ about?” said Johnnie-O, not as sure of himself as he was a second ago.

“You heard me!” Allie yelled. “The McGill and I have a special arrangement. It comes when I call it. And I feed it bad little thieves whose hands are bigger than their brains.” 

“She’s lying,” said another kid, who hadn’t spoken until now, probably because he had such a nasty, squeaky voice.

Johnnie-O looked all irritated. “Of course she’s lying.” He looked at Allie and then back at the quiet kid. “So how do you know she’s lying?” 

“She’s a Greensoul—probably just crossed over,” the squeaky kid said, “which means she hasn’t even seen the McGill.”

“Besides,” said Purple-puss, “no one sees the McGill and lives.”

“Except for her,” said Nick, figuring out his own angle on the situation. “That’s why I stay with her. As long as I’m with her, the McGill protects me, too.” 

“So, what’s it look like?” Johnnie-O said, looking closely at Allie, trying to read the bluff in her face.

“Well, I could tell you,” she said, using one of her father’s favorite lines. “But then I’d have to kill you.”

The others laughed at that, and so Johnnie-O curled his heavy hand into a fist and smashed the closest kid for laughing. He flew back about five feet. Then Johnnie-O got closer to Allie again. 

“I think you’re lying,” he said.

“Guess you’ll just have to find out,” Allie taunted back. “Touch me and I call the McGill.”

Johnnie-O hesitated. He looked at Allie, looked at Nick, then looked at the boys around him. His authority had been challenged, and Allie realized too late that she should have figured another bluff—one that would allow this little creep to keep his dignity, because a kid like this would rather risk getting eaten by a monster than be disrespected by a girl. 

He looked her square in the eye and said, “You’re going down.” With that, he snapped his fingers, a dry, brittle sound, like a cracking plate. Then three kids grabbed her, pulled her off the dead-spot, put her down on the living-world roadway, and began to lean heavily on her shoulders. 

In an instant she had sunk into the asphalt up to her knees, and an instant later up to her waist.

“No!” she screamed. “McGill, McGill!” she called.

It only gave them a brief moment’s pause, and when the beast did not materialize out of thin air, they kept on pushing. Now it was easier for them, with Allie in up to her waist. 

Nick struggled and kicked against the hands holding him, but it was no use. All he could do was watch as the others leaned and pressed on Allie’s shoulders, pushing her deeper and deeper into the ground. Soon her shoulders disappeared and she was up to her neck and still she was screaming, hysterically now, and Johnnie-O just laughed.

“Let me do the honors,” he said. And with that, he came over, grabbed her on the top of the head and began to push down. “Enjoy the trip,” he said. “Don’t bother writing.” 

And then another voice entered the fray. A high-pitched scream came out of nowhere, and a figure burst onto the scene, arms flailing wildly. 

“The McGill!” shouted one of the other boys, “the McGill!”

Again that squealing war cry, and then Allie heard no more of it, for her ears and her eyes and the top of her head had sunk into the asphalt. Johnnie-O had stopped pushing, but gravity was doing the rest. The earth had her like quicksand and she was going down. She tried to scream, but no sound came out, it was completely muffled by the earth filling it. The Earth had swallowed her, and the feeling of it in her chest—in that place where her lungs should have been—was more awful than anything she could remember, and it dawned on her that this could very well be her eternity. She was on her way to the center of the Earth. How deep was she beneath the surface of the road now? Six inches? Six feet? She forced her arms to move, using every ounce of strength she had. It was like swimming in molasses. She forced one hand up high, and tried to haul herself upward, but it did no good. Then, just before all hope left her, someone reached down out of nowhere, grabbed her hand, and pulled. She felt herself sliding upward inch by inch. She forced her other hand up through the asphalt until her fingertips brushed the cool air, and someone grasped on to that hand as well. She moved up, and could feel the top of her head and her eyes and ears clearing, and finally her mouth, and she released the scream that had been held back by the dirt and the rocks, like a gag in her mouth. 

Had Johnnie-O and his gang changed their minds? Or was this the monster that she had summoned out of the woods, pulling her out of the Earth, only to devour her? But with her eyes clear, she could now see into the face of her savior. 

“Lief?”

“Are you okay?” Lief said. “I thought you were lost for sure.”

Nick was there too, and together the both of them pulled until Allie came out and landed on the solid ground of the dead-spot. She collapsed in a heap, breathing heavily, and Lief looked at her strangely. 

“I know, I know,” said Allie. “I don’t have to be out of breath, but I want to be. It feels right to be.”

“It’s okay,” said Lief. “Maybe someday you can teach me to feel that way again.”

“Where’s Johnnie-O and his cast of morons?” Allie asked.

“Gone,” Nick told her. “They were so freaked when Lief came charging out at them, they took off.”

Lief laughed. “They really thought I was the McGill. Ain’t that a hoot and a half?”

Lief began to pull ghost weeds from beneath the WELCOME TO ROCKLAND COUNTY! sign, and used their stalks to repair his road-shoes, which must have broken when he charged Johnnie-O. “Have you been following us all this time?” Allie asked. 

Lief shrugged. “Well, yeah. I had to make sure you didn’t get eaten by no monsters, didn’t I?”

“Great,” said Nick. “We’ve got our own guardian angel.”

“If I were an angel, I wouldn’t be here, would I?”

Allie smiled. After all these years Lief had left his forest for them. It could not have been a choice he made lightly, and so she vowed to herself that from this moment on, she would look out for him in any way she could. 

They didn’t wait until dawn, figuring Johnnie-O and his gang might come back. Rather than being troubled by the encounter, Allie found herself heartened by it. Nick was his usual gloom and doom, talking about Lord of the Flies and the dangers of rogue bands of parentless kids—but even in his worry, there was a new energy—because running into Johnnie-O proved that there were lots of Afterlights around. Not all of them would be as unpleasant as Johnnie-O’s gang. 

They came to the Hudson River, and stayed on the highway that ran along the Palisades: sheer cliffs, carved by the relentless glaciers of the last Ice Age, which lined the western shore of the river. Traffic became denser, but they bore it no mind, not caring if the occasional car passed through them. In fact, for a while they tried to make a game of it, trying to figure out what song was playing on the radio during the brief instant each car sped through. 

“The things we dead folk do to amuse ourselves,” Allie said, heaving a heavy sigh. The game didn’t last long, mainly because Lief, who had never heard a car radio, much less rock ‘n’ roll, felt increasingly left out. 

By sunset of the next day, the cheese-grater gridwork of the George Washington Bridge appeared downriver, heralding their arrival in New York City.

Lief was overwhelmed by the sight of the great city looming before him. It was a clear day, and the whole skyline could be seen from across the river. Lief had been to New York before. Twice. Once for the Fourth of July, and once for Mr. P. T. Barnum’s circus. There were tall buildings to be sure, but none like these. 

Nick and Allie stared as well. Lief assumed they were also in awe of the spectacular view. In truth, they were awed, but for an entirely different reason. 

“I think I know where we should go,” Nick said, a strange hollowness to his voice. Allie didn’t answer him for a while.

“Manhattan is out of our way,” Allie finally said. “We should stay on this side of the river, and keep heading south.”

Nick looked to the city again. “I don’t care what you say. I’m taking a detour.”

This time Allie didn’t argue.

Night had fallen by the time they reached the Manhattan side of the bridge. It took the whole night without rest to make it to the heart of the city. 

The towers of midtown Manhattan would have taken Lief’s breath away, if he indeed had breath to be stolen. But the most wondrous sights of all were the two silver towers he saw glimmering in the light of dawn as they neared the southern tip of the city. The two towers were identical monoliths, steel and glass twins reflecting a silvery light of daybreak. 

“I never knew buildings like that existed,” Lief said.

Allie sighed. “They don’t exist,” she said. “At least … not anymore.”

Lief could tell the sadness in her voice went straight down to the center of the Earth.




PART TWO
Mary, Queen of Snots







        CHAPTER 7
The Forever Places


        In the course of time and history there are certain
            places that can never truly be lost. The living world by its very nature moves on, but
            some places are forever. The boy now called Lief had the good fortune to stumble upon
            such a place many years before: a lush mountain forest that had once been the
            inspiration for poets. The place brimmed with such warmth and good feeling, it inspired
            countless young men to propose marriage beneath its canopy, and countless young women to
            accept. The woods caused stiff-collared people to lose their inhibitions and dance among
            the leaves, wild with joy, even though they knew such dancing could have them condemned
            as witches. 

        The forest was a fulcrum of life, and so when it grew old, and a beetle
            infestation routed bark and bough, the forest did not die. Instead it crossed. Its life
            persisted—not in the living world, but in Everlost. Here it would be eternally green,
            and on the verge of turning, just as the poets themselves would have liked to see it,
            had they not gotten where they were going. 

        It can be said, then, that Everlost is heaven. Perhaps not for people, but for the places that deserve a share of forever. 

        Such places are few and far between, these grand islands of eternity in
            the soupy, ever-changing world of the living. New York had its share of forever-places.
            The greatest of these stood near Manhattan’s southern-most tip: the two gray brothers to
            the green statue in the bay. The towers had found their heaven. They were a part of
            Everlost now, held fast, and held forever by the memories of a mourning world, and by
            the dignity of the souls who got where they were going on that dark September day. 

        The three kids approached the great twin towers in silence. What they saw
            as they neared them was not at all what they expected.

        There were children there. Dozens of Afterlight kids playing on the grand
            marble plaza: hopscotch, tag, hide-and- seek. Some were dressed like Allie, in jeans and
            a T-shirt. Others were more formal. Still more had clothes that seemed more from Lief’s
            time, all coarse and heavy. A few kids wore the gaudy bright colors of the seventies,
            with big hair to match. 

        They hadn’t been noticed yet, as they stood just beyond the edge of the
            plaza. Allie and Nick were almost afraid to step onto it, as if doing so would cross
            them into yet another world. They stood there so long they sank to their ankles, even
            with their road-shoes on. 

        As Lief’s sense of awe did not have history nor context for this place, he
            had no problem moving forward. “C’mon,” he said, “what are you waiting for?” 

        Nick and Allie looked at one another, then took that
            first step forward, onto the very solid marble of the plaza that no longer existed.
            After the first step it became easier. It felt strange beneath their feet, so much solid
            ground. A team of girls playing double-dutch jump rope noticed them first. 

        “Hi!” said an African-American girl in drab clothes and tight cornrowed
            hair. “You’re Greensouls, aren’t you?” All the time, she never stopped spinning her two
            ropes. Neither did the girl on the other end, who seemed entirely out of place there in
            the plaza, dressed in teddy-bear pajamas. Other girls skillfully jumped in and out of
            the arc of their spinning ropes. One girl took enough time away from the game, though,
            to size them up. She wore a sparkling silver halter top, and jeans that were so tight,
            she looked like a sausage bursting out of its skin. She looked Allie over, clearly
            unimpressed by Allie’s nonglittering wardrobe. “Is that what they wear now?” 

        “Yeah, pretty much.”

        Then the girl in tight jeans looked at Lief, examining his clothes as
            well. “You’re not a Greensoul.”

        “Says who?” said Lief, insulted.

        “He’s new to the city,” Allie said. “He might have crossed a long time
            ago, but he’s still kind of like a ‘Greensoul.’”

        A big red handball came flying past, chased by a group of younger kids.
            The ball flew out of the plaza and into the street, crowded with the living. “Hurry,”
            one little boy yelled, “before it sinks!” 

        Another boy raced out into traffic, grabbed the ball that was already
            beginning to sink into the pavement, and disappeared beneath a city
            bus and two taxis. He paid them no mind, passing through the trunk of the last taxi as
            he stood up with the ball, and happily ran back to the plaza. 

        “You remember all those things your momma told you not to do?” said the
            girl with the cornrows. “Like not running out into traffic? Well, you can do them here.” 

        “Who’s in charge?” asked Nick.

        “Mary,” she said. “You oughta go and see her. She loves Greensouls.” Then
            she added, “We were all Greensouls once.”

        Nick tapped Allie on the shoulder. “Look,” he said.

        By now their presence had been noticed by most of the kids around the
            plaza. Many of the games had stopped, and the kids stared, not sure what to do. Out of
            the crowd a girl stepped forward. She had long blond hair that nearly touched the floor,
            wore a tie-dyed shirt, and bell-bottoms so big, the cuffs practically trailed behind her
            like a bridal train. A ‘60s hippie girl, if ever there was one. 

        “Don’t tell me,” said Allie, “your name is Summer, and you want to know if
            we’re groovy.”

        “My name’s Meadow, and I don’t say groovy anymore, because I got tired of
            people making fun of me.”

        “Do you have to insult everybody you meet?” Nick whispered to Allie, then
            turned back to Meadow. “I’m Nick, and this is Lief. The rude one is Allie.” 

        “I wasn’t being rude,” Allie insisted. “I was being facetious. There’s a
            difference.”

        “No sweat,” said Meadow, which was almost as bad as groovy. “C’mon, I’ll
            take you to Mary.” Then she looked down. “What are those on your feet?”

        They looked down to the bundles of sticks extending from the soles of
            their shoes. “Road-shoes,” said Nick. “Kind of like snowshoes, so we don’t sink, you
            know?” 

        “Hmm. Clever,” said Meadow. “But you won’t need them anymore.”

        They took off their road-shoes, and followed Meadow across the plaza
            toward Tower One. Behind them, the rest of the kids returned to their games. 

        They passed a fountain in the center of the plaza, and Meadow turned to
            them.

        “Would you like to make a wish?” Meadow asked. A closer look revealed the
            fountain to be full of coins beneath the shimmering water. 

        “Not really,” Allie said.

        “Mary says every Greensoul who comes here has to make a wish.”

        Nick was already reaching into his pocket.

        “I don’t have a coin,” Allie said.

        Meadow just smiled. “Sure you do.”

        And so to prove it Allie reached into her pockets, and turned them out.
            “See?”

        “What about your back pockets?”

        Allie sighed and checked her back pockets, knowing full well they were
            empty—she never used her back pockets. So it surprised her when she found the coin. Not
            even Johnnie-O’s goons had found it. But then, she had given them such a nasty look when
            they had reached for her rear, they never actually checked her back pockets. 

        “Weird,” Allie said, as she looked at the coin.

        “Not really.” Meadow gave her a hippie love-fest smile. “With all the money living people spend, everyone has at least one coin in their
            pocket when they cross.” 

        “I once had a coin,” Lief said, dejectedly, “but it got stolen.”

        “Make a wish anyway,” said Meadow. “Mary says all wishes have a chance of
            coming true, except one.”

        Nick threw his coin in, then Allie threw hers. She made the wish every
            Greensoul made. The wish to be alive again. The one wish that didn’t come true. 

        Once their wishes had joined the others in the fountain, Meadow led them
            toward Tower One. Lief was the ultimate tourist, staring heavenward to where the towers
            touched the sky. He bumped into other kids again and again, for he refused to look down.
            “How do they stay up?” Lief asked. “Wouldn’t something so tall fall down?” 

        Allie was not a girl quickly given to tears, but she had found herself
            crying at least once a day since her arrival. Sometimes it was the revelation of just
            how drastically her existence had changed that would draw tears to her eyes. Other times
            it was the depth of how much she missed her family. Today the tears were sudden and
            unexpected. 

        “What’s the matter?” Lief asked. But there really was no way to explain to
            him. She wasn’t even sure of the reason. Was she crying with joy that this place had
            left a permanent impression on the world, and that it was still here in Everlost? Or was
            being here a reminder of how much was truly lost on that awful day when the towers
            crossed so violently from the world of the living? So many souls got where they were
            going that day, when they shouldn’t have been going at all. 

        “This is wrong,” Allie said. “Children shouldn’t be
            playing here. It’s… it’s like dancing on a grave.” 

        “No,” said Meadow, “it’s like putting flowers on a grave. Mary says the
            more happiness we bring back to this place, the more we honor it.” 

        “So, exactly who is this Mary?” Nick asked.

        Meadow scrunched up her lips, trying to think of how to explain. “Mary’s
            kind of like, a shaman, you know? A spiritual leader. Anyway, she knows lots of stuff,
            and so she pretty much runs things around here.” 

        The elevator stopped abruptly and the door slid open, to reveal that they
            had come all the way up to the observation level. They could tell because of all of the
            coin-operated binocular machines lined up by the narrow windows that stretched from
            ceiling to floor. But everything else here had changed. It must have been remodeled into
            a makeshift orphanage. Just as in the square below, young Afterlights from various time
            periods lingered, playing games or just sitting, waiting for something to happen to
            them. Allie still wasn’t sure whether this was like some desecration of hallowed ground,
            or if having children here was somehow healing. 

        As they walked around the floor to the north side, they passed a food
            court with a pizza place and a hot dog stand. The counters were closed. It looked like
            they hadn’t served any food in a long time—but at each table sat kids, eating what
            appeared to be very, very small pieces of cake. 

        “That can’t be,” said Lief. “They’re eating. How can they be eating?”

        Meadow smiled. “Mary traded something for a birthday cake. She shared it
            with all of the younger children.”

        “But, we don’t eat,” said Lief, confused.

        “Just because we don’t, doesn’t mean we can’t when
            there’s ghost food around.” 

        “Ghost food?” said Lief. “There’s ghost food?”

        Nick looked at him and shook his head. “You’ve been around a hundred
            years, and you didn’t know there was ghost food?”

        Lief looked like a kid who had missed the bus to Disneyland. “No one ever
            told me.”

        Seeing the smaller children eating the birthday cake reminded Allie how
            hungry she was. Just like her craving for sleep, she knew her hunger would eventually
            pass, but there was no telling when. If it had been she who had gotten the birthday
            cake, she would not have been so generous as to share it with anyone. Maybe with Nick
            and Lief, but certainly not a hoard of little kids. 

        “You’ll really dig Mary,” said Meadow. Allie had to admit there was
            something comforting when Meadow’s lingo matched her clothes.

        A makeshift wall had been built, blocking off the north half of the floor.
            Mary’s personal residence. A scrawny little kid with curly blond hair stood at the door
            like a pint-size guard. 

        “Some Greensouls to see Mary,” Meadow announced.

        “Greensouls!” said the curly-haired boy excitedly. “I’m sure Miss Mary
            will want to see them right away.”

        “Okay then. Ciao.” Meadow waved a quick good-bye, and sauntered away. 

        “She’s funny, isn’t she?” said the curly-headed boy. “Meadow’s always good
            for a laugh.” He put out his hand to shake. “I’m Stradivarius,” he
            said, “but everyone just calls me Vari. Come on, I’ll introduce you to Miss Mary.” 

        Miss Mary’s private residence was full of mismatched furniture. Just like
            the kids here, everything seemed to come from different times and different places. It
            was all furniture that had crossed into Everlost: bright to the eye and hard to the
            touch. Apparently Mary was good at collecting things that had crossed over. 

        When Mary saw them, she came gliding toward them, graceful on her feet.
            Allie wasn’t one to judge a person by her wardrobe—after all, the snobs from her school
            judged her often enough—but you couldn’t help but notice Mary’s dress: rich emerald
            velvet, with white lace cuffs and a lace collar so tight it seemed about ready to
            strangle her. 

        “It looks like you must have died on the way to a wedding,” Allie said.
            Nick didn’t settle for rolling his eyes this time. Instead he elbowed Allie in the ribs.
            “No,” Nick said. “That was me.” 

        Mary never broke eye contact with Allie. “It’s impolite to comment on how
            someone crosses.”

        Allie felt heat rise to her cheeks, surprised to know that she could still
            blush from embarrassment, but Mary took her hand warmly. “Don’t feel bad,” she said. “I
            was just pointing it out. You couldn’t possibly be expected to know—you’re new to all of
            this.” She turned to Lief and Nick. “There are many things you’ll be learning about your
            new lives and until you do, you mustn’t feel bad if you make mistakes.” 

        “I’m not new,” said Lief, unable to meet her eye.

        “You’re new here,” Mary said with a warm smile, “and so you have
            permission to feel just as new as you want.”

        Nick couldn’t look away from Mary. He was captivated from the moment he
            saw her. It wasn’t just that she was beautiful—she was also elegant, and her manner was
            as velvety smooth as her dress. Everyone introduced themselves, and when Nick took
            Mary’s hand, she smiled at him. He was convinced that her smile was just for him, and
            although his rational mind told him otherwise, he refused to believe she smiled at
            everyone that way. 

        “You must be tired from your journey,” Mary said, turning and leading them
            deeper into her apartment.

        “We can’t get tired,” Allie said.

        “Actually,” said Mary, “that’s a common misconception. We do get tired,
            exhausted even—but it isn’t sleep that refreshes us. We’re refreshed by the company of
            others.” 

        Allie crossed her arms. “Oh, please.”

        “No,” said Vari, “it’s true. We gain strength from each other.”

        “So what about Lief?” Allie asked. By now, Lief had gravitated to the
            window, more interested in the view than anything else. “He’s been alone for a hundred
            years, and he’s got plenty of energy.” 

        Mary didn’t miss a beat. “Then he must have found a marvelous place, full
            of love and life.”

        She was, of course, right. Lief’s forest had been a sustaining place for
            him. Allie didn’t know how to feel about this “Miss Mary.” Allie hated know-it-alls, but
            in this case, Mary actually did appear to know it all. 

        “We’ve turned the top floors of this tower into living quarters—but most
            of them are still empty. You’re free to choose where you’d like to stay.”

        “Who said we were staying?” said Allie.

        Nick nudged her with his elbow, harder this time. “Allie . . . ,” he said
            between his teeth, “it’s impolite to turn down an invitation in this world. Or in any
            world for that matter.” 

        But if Mary was offended, she didn’t show it. “Consider this a rest stop,
            if you like,” Mary said cordially. “A way station on to wherever it is you’re going.” 

        “We weren’t going anywhere,” Nick said with a smile. He was trying to
            sound charming, but instead wound up sounding heavily sedated. 

        Allie was fully prepared to smack that starry gaze clear out of Nick’s
            eyes, but she restrained herself. “We were going home,” she reminded him. 

        “Of course that would be your first instinct,” Mary said with supreme
            patience. “You couldn’t be expected to know the consequences.”

        “Please stop talking to me like I’m ignorant,” said Allie.

        “You are ignorant,” said Vari. “All Greensouls are.” 

        It infuriated Allie that it was true. She, Nick, and even Lief were at a
            disadvantage.

        Vari went over to a cabinet, and pulled out three books. “Here; a crash
            course in Everlost.” He handed them each a book. “You have to forget what you know about
            the living world, and get used to the way things are here.” 

        “What if I don’t want to forget the living world?” Allie asked.

        Mary smiled politely. “I understand how you feel,” she said. “Letting go
            is hard.”

        “Tips for Taps,” Nick said, reading from the cover of the book. “By Mary Hightower.’ That’s you?” 

        Mary smiled. “We all must do something with our afterlife,” she said. “I
            write.”

        Allie looked at her own volume, impressed in spite of herself. She leafed
            through the book. Three hundred pages at least, and each page handwritten, with
            painstakingly perfect penmanship. 

        Well, thought Allie, we came here looking for answers—and now
                we’re in the company of the Authority of Everlast. What could be better? Yet
            for some reason Ailie didn’t feel all that comforted.

        

        In her book Death Be Not Dull, Mary Hightower writes, “Afterlight
            Greensouls are precious. They are fragile. There are so many hazards for them here in
            Everlost, for they are like babies with no knowledge of the way things are—and like
            babies they must be nurtured and guided with a loving, but firm hand. Their eternity
            rests on how well they adjust to life in Everlost. A poorly adjusted Afterlight can warp
            and distort in horrifying ways. Therefore Greensouls must be treated with patience,
            kindness, and charity. It’s the only way to properly mold them.”

        

    
        CHAPTER 8
Dominant Reality


        Mary Hightower detested being called Mary Queen of
            Snots, although there was some truth to it. Most of the Afterlights in her care were
            much younger than her. At fifteen, she was among the oldest residents of Everlost. So
            when kids closer to her age arrived in her towering domain, she paid extra-special
            attention to them. 

        She sensed, however, that Allie was going to be a problem. To say that
            Mary didn’t like Allie would be a stretch. Mary, quite simply, liked everyone. It was
            her job to like everyone, and she took it very seriously. Allie, however, was
            dangerously willful, and could spell disaster. Mary hoped she was wrong, but had to
            admit that she seldom was. Even her worst predictions came true—not because she had any
            glimpse into the future—but because her many years in Everlost had made her a keen judge
            of character. 

        “The Greensouls are taken care of,” Vari announced after he returned. “The
            boys chose a room together facing south, the girl chose a room alone facing north. All
            on the ninety-third floor.”

        “Thank you, Vari.” She gave him a kiss on the top of his curly head, as
            she often did. “We’ll give them a few hours to settle in, and I’ll pay them a visit.” 

        “Would you like me to play for you?” Vari asked. “Mozart, maybe.”

        Although Mary didn’t feel like listening to music, she told him yes. It
            gave him pleasure to bring her happiness, and she didn’t want to deny him that. He had
            been her right-hand man since before she could remember, and she often forgot that he
            was only nine years old, forever trapped at that age where he wanted to please. It was
            wonderful. It was sad. Mary chose to focus on the wonderful. She closed her eyes and
            listened as Vari raised his violin, and played a concerto she had heard a thousand
            times, and would probably hear a thousand times more. 

        When the sun sank low, she went to visit the three Greensouls. The boys
            first.

        Their “apartment” was sparsely furnished with flotsam and jetsam furniture
            that had crossed over. A chair here, a desk there, a mattress, and a sofa that would
            have to suffice as a second bed. 

        Lief sat on the floor trying to make sense of a Nintendo DS. It was an old
            device by living-world standards, but certainly new to him. He didn’t even look up when
            Mary entered. Nick, on the other hand, stood, took her hand, and kissed it. She laughed
            in spite of herself, and he blushed bright red. “I saw that in a movie once. You seemed
            so … royal, or something, it just seemed like the thing to do. Sorry.” 

        “No, that’s fine. I just wasn’t expecting it. It was very … gallant.”

        “Hey, at least I didn’t leave behind chocolate on your hand,” he said. She
            took a long look at him. He had a good face. Soulful brown eyes. The more Mary looked,
            the deeper his blush. As Mary recalled, a blush was caused by blood rushing to the
            capillaries of one’s face. They no longer had blood or capillaries—but Greensouls were
            still close enough to the living world to mimic such physiological reactions. He may
            have been embarrassed, but for Mary, that crimson tinge in his face was a treat. 

        “You know,” she told him, gently touching the chocolate on the side of his
            lip, “some people are able to change the way they appear. If you don’t like the
            chocolate on your face, you can work on getting rid of it.” 

        “I’d like that,” he said.

        Mary could sense that he was having another physiological reaction to her
            touching his face, so she took her hand back. She might have blushed herself, if she was
            still capable of it. “Of course, that sort of thing takes a long time. Like a Zen master
            learning to walk on hot coals, or levitate. It takes years of meditation and
            concentration.” 

        “Or I can just forget,” offered Nick. “You said in Tips for Taps
            that people sometimes forget how they look, and their faces change. So maybe I can
            forget the chocolate on purpose.” 

        “A good idea,” she answered. “But we can’t choose what we forget. The more
            we try to forget something, the more we end up remembering it. Careful, or your whole
            face will get covered in chocolate.” 

        Nick chuckled nervously, as if she were kidding, and he stopped when he
            realized she wasn’t.

        “Don’t worry,” she told him. “As long as you’re with us, you’re among
            friends, and we will always remind you who you were when you arrived.” 

        In the corner, Lief grunted in frustration. “My fingers don’t work fast
            enough to play this.” He banged his a Nintendo DS against the wall in anger, but didn’t
            stop playing. 

        “Mary … can I ask you a question?” Nick said.

        Mary sat with him on the sofa. “Of course.”

        “So … what happens now?”

        Mary waited for more, but there was no more. “I’m sorry … I’m not sure I
            understand the question.”

        “We’re dead, right.”

        “Well, yes, technically.”

        “And like your book says, we’re stuck in this Everlost place, right?”

        “Forever and always.”

        “So … what do we do now?”

        Mary stood up, not at all comfortable with the question. “Well, what do
            you like to do? Whatever you like to do, that’s what you get to do.” 

        “And when I get tired of it?”

        “I’m sure you’ll find something to keep you content.”

        “I’m not too good at contentment,” he said. “Maybe you can help me.”

        She turned to Nick, and found herself locked in his gaze. This time he
            wasn’t blushing. “I’d really like it if you could.”

        Mary held eye contact with Nick much longer than she expected to. She
            began to feel flustered, and she never felt flustered. Flustered was not in Mary
            Hightower’s emotional dictionary.

        “This game’s stupid,” said Lief. “Who the heck is Zelda, anyway?”

        Mary tore herself away from Nick’s gaze, angry at herself for allowing a
            slip of her emotions. She was a mentor. She was a guardian. She needed to keep an
            emotional distance from the kids under her wing. She could care about them—but only the
            way a mother loves her children. As long as she remembered that, things would be fine. 

        “I have an idea for you, Nick.” Mary went to a dresser, and opened the top
            drawer, getting her errant feelings under control. She pulled out paper and a pen. Mary
            made sure all arriving Greensouls always had paper and pens. Crayons for the younger
            ones. “Why don’t you make a list of all the things you ever wanted to do, and then we
            can talk about it.” 

        Mary left quickly, with a bit less grace than when she arrived.

        Allie found the paper and pens long before Mary showed up in her
            “apartment,” or “hotel room,” or “cell.” She wasn’t quite sure what to call it yet. By
            the time Mary arrived, Allie had filled three pages with questions. 

        When Mary came, she stood at the threshold until Allie invited her in.
                Like a vampire, Allie thought. Vampires can’t come in unless invited.
            “You’ve been busy,” Mary said when she saw how much Allie had written. 

        “I’ve been reading your books,” Allie said. “Not just the one you gave us,
            but other ones I found lying around.”

        “Good—they will be very helpful for you.”

        “—and I have some questions. Like, in one book, you
            say haunting is forbidden, but then somewhere else you say that we’re free spirits, and
            can do anything we want.” 

        “Well, we can,” said Mary, “but we really shouldn’t.”

        “Why?”

        “It’s complicated.”

        “And anyway—you say that we can have no effect on the living world—they
            can’t see us, they can’t hear us … so if that’s true, how could we ‘haunt,’ even if we
            wanted to?” 

        Mary’s smile spoke of infinite patience among imbeciles. It made Allie
            furious, and so she returned the same “you’re-an-idiot-and-I’m-oh-so-smart” smile right
            back at her. 

        “As I said, it’s complicated, and it’s nothing you need to worry about on
            your first day here.”

        “Right,” said Allie. “So I haven’t read all the books yet, I mean you’ve
            written so many of them—but I haven’t been able to find anything about going
            home.” 

        Allie could see Mary bristle. Allie imagined if she had been a porcupine
            all her quills would be standing on end.

        “You can’t go home,” Mary said. “We’ve already discussed that.”

        “Sure I can,” Allie said. “I can walk up to my house, walk in my front
            door. Well, okay, I mean walk through my front door, but either way, I’ll be
            home. Why don’t any of your books talk about that?” 

        “You don’t want to do that,” Mary said, her voice quiet, almost
            threatening.

        “But I do.”

        “No you don’t.” Mary walked to the window, and looked out over the city.
            Allie had chosen a view uptown: the Empire State building, Central
            Park, and beyond. “The world of the living doesn’t look the way you remembered, does it?
            It looks washed out. Less vibrant than it should.” 

        What Mary said was true. The living world had a fundamentally faded look
            about it. Even the New One World Trade Center, rising just beside their towers, seemed
            like they were seeing it through fog. It was so clearly a part of a different world. A
            world where time moves forward, instead of just standing still, keeping everything the
            way it is. Or, more accurately, the way it once was. 

        “Look out over the city,” Mary said. “Do some buildings look more …
                real … to you?” 

        Now that Mary had mentioned it, there were buildings that stood out in
            clearer focus. Brighter. Allie didn’t need to be told that these were buildings that had
            crossed into Everlost when they were torn down. 

        “Sometimes they build living-world things in places where Everlost
            buildings stand,” Mary said. “Do you know what happens when you step into those places?” 

        Allie shook her head.

        “You don’t see the living world. You see Everlost. It takes a great effort
            to see both places at the same time. I call it ‘dominant reality.’” 

        “Why don’t you write a book about it,” snapped Allie.

        “Actually, I have,” said Mary with a big old smirk that made it clear
            Mary’s was the dominant reality around here.

        “So the living world isn’t that clear to us anymore. That doesn’t mean
            anything.”

        “It means that Everlost is the more important of the two worlds.”

        “That’s one opinion.”

        She thought that Mary might lose her cool, and they’d get into a nice
            fight about it, but Mary’s patience was as eternal as Everlost itself. Keeping her tone
            gentle and kindly as it always was, Mary gestured at the city beyond the window, and
            said “You see all of this? A hundred years from now, all those people will be gone, and
            many of the buildings torn down to make room for something else—but we will still be
            here. This place will still be here.” She turned to Allie. “Only the things and places
            that are worthy of eternity cross into Everlost. We’re blessed to be here—don’t taint it
            by thoughts of going home. This will be your home far longer than the so-called ‘living
            world.’” 

        Allie looked to the furniture around the room. “Exactly what makes this
            folding table ‘worthy of eternity’?”

        “It must have been special to someone.”

        “Or,” said Allie, “it just fell through a random vortex.” She held up one
            of Mary’s books. “You said that happens yourself.”

        Mary sighed. “So I did.”

        “Correct me if I’m wrong, but didn’t you just contradict yourself?”

        Still, Mary lost none of her poise. In fact, she rose to the challenge
            better than Allie expected.

        “I see you’re smart enough to know there are no simple answers,” Mary
            said. “It’s true that things sometimes do cross over by accident.” 

        “Right! And it’s not a blessing that we’re here, it’s an
            accident.” 

        “Even accidents have a divine purpose.”

        “Then they wouldn’t be accidents, would they?”

        “Believe what you want,” said Mary. “Eternity is what it is—you can’t
            change it. You’re here, and so you must make the best of it. I’d like to help you, if
            you’ll let me.” 

        “All right—but just answer me one question. Is there a way out of
            Everlost?”

        Mary didn’t answer right away. For a moment Allie thought she might tell
            her something she had never written in any of her books. But instead, all she said was,
            “No. And in time you’ll know the truth of it for yourself.” 

        In just a few days, Allie, Nick, and Lief came to know all there was to
            know about life in Mary’s world. The daily routine was simple. The little kids played
            ball, tag, and jumped rope all day long in the plaza, and when it got dark, everyone
            gathered on the seventy-eighth floor to listen to stories the older kids told, or to
            play video games, or to watch the single TV that Mary had acquired. According to Meadow,
            there were kids out there who traveled the world searching for items that had crossed
            over, and they would trade them to Mary. These kids were called “Finders.” One Finder
            had brought a TV, but it only played TV shows that had aired on the day it crossed over.
            The same ancient episodes of The Love Boat and Happy Days played every
            single day during prime time, and presumably would continue to play until the end of
            time. Strangely, there were some kids who watched it. Every day. Like clockwork. 

        Nick watched the TV for a few days, amazed at the old commercials and the
            news more than anything. Watching it was like stepping into a time machine, but even
            time travel gets dull when you’re constantly traveling to April 8, 1978.

        Allie chose not to watch the TV. She was already sensing something
            profoundly wrong with Mary’s little Queendom, although she couldn’t put her finger on it
            yet. It had to do with the way the little girls jumped rope, and the way the same kids
            would watch that awful TV every single day. 

        If Nick felt that anything was wrong, it was lost beneath everything that
            was right about Mary. The way she always thought of others before herself, the way she
            made the little kids all feel loved. The way she took an interest in him. Mary always
            made a point of coming over to Nick and asking what he was up to, how he was feeling,
            what new things he was thinking about. She spoke with him about a book she was working
            on, all about theories on why there were no seventeen-year-olds in Everlost, when
            everyone knew eighteen was the official age of adulthood. 

        “That’s not actually true,” Nick offered. “That’s voting age, but drinking
            age is twenty-one. In the Jewish religion, adulthood is thirteen, and I know for a fact
            there are fourteen-year-old Jewish kids here.” 

        “That still doesn’t explain why kids older than us aren’t admitted into
            Everlost.”

        Admitted to Everlost, thought Nick. That sounded a lot better
            than Lost on the way to heaven. Her way of thinking was such a welcome relief
            from his own propensity toward gloom and doom. “Maybe,” suggested Nick, “it’s a very
            personal thing. Maybe it’s the moment you stop thinking of yourself as a kid.” 

        Vari, who was lingering at the door, snickered. He had snickered at every
            single comment Nick made.

        “Vari, please,” Mary told him. “We value a free flow of ideas here.”

        “Even the stupid ones?” Vari said.

        Nick couldn’t really see why she kept Vari around. Sure, he had musical
            talent, but it didn’t make up for his attitude.

        Mary took Nick to show him how her books were made. The sixty-seventh
            floor was the publishing room. There were thirty kids there, all sitting at school
            desks. It looked like a classroom with kids practicing their penmanship. 

        “We’ve yet to find a printing press that’s crossed over,” she told him.
            “But that’s all right. They enjoy copying by hand.”

        And sure enough, the kids in the publishing room seemed thrilled to do
            their work, like ancient scribes copying scriptures on parchment. 

        “They find comfort in the routine,” Mary said, and Nick accepted it,
            without giving it much thought.

        Allie, on the other hand, had begun to understand the nature of the
            “routines” these children found comfort in. She grabbed Nick one day, during one of the
            times when he wasn’t following Mary around. 

        “I want you to watch this kid,” she told Nick. “Follow him with me.”

        “What for?”

        “You’ll see.”

        Nick was reluctant, but it wasn’t like he had anything pressing to do, so
            he played along at whatever game Allie had up her sleeve. For Allie, it wasn’t a game,
            though. It was very serious business. 

        The boy, who was about seven, was on the plaza playing kickball with a
            dozen other kids.

        “So what are we looking for?” Nick asked, growing impatient.

        “Watch,” said Allie. “His team is going to lose. Nine to seven.”

        Sure enough, the game ended when the score reached nine to seven.

        “What are you telling me? You can tell the future.”

        “Sort of,” Allie said. “I can when there is no future.” 

        “What’s that supposed to mean?”

        “Just follow him.”

        Nick was intrigued now. Keeping their distance, they followed the boy into
            the lobby of Tower Two, where several other kids had gathered with a deck of cards to
            play go-fish. 

        Allie and Nick hid behind a pillar, but it didn’t seem to matter—these
            kids didn’t notice, or care that they were being watched.

        “He’s going to ask for threes,” Allie said.

        “Got any threes?” the kid asked the girl next to him.

        “Go fish,” Allie whispered to Nick. “Got any sevens?”

        “Go fish,” said the girl. “Got any sevens?”

        Now Nick was a little bit freaked. “How do you know this?”

        “Because it’s the same. Every day. The same score in kick-ball, the same
            game of cards.”

        “No way!”

        “Watch,” said Allie. “In a second the kid we followed here is going to
            throw down his cards and accuse the little girl of cheating. Then he’s going to run out
            the third revolving door from the left.” 

        It happened just as Allie said.

        It was the first time since arriving in Mary’s world that Nick felt
            uneasy. “It’s like … it’s like …”

        Allie finished the thought for him. “It’s like they’re ghosts.” Which, of
            course, they were. “You know how there are those ghost sightings—people say they see a
            ghost doing the same thing, in the same place, every day?” 

        Nick wasn’t willing to let it sit at that. He ran toward the boy before he
            reached the revolving door. “Hey!” Nick said to him. “Why did you leave the card game?” 

        “They were cheating!” he said.

        “I dare you to go back.”

        The boy looked at him with mild fear in his eyes. “No. I don’t want
            to.”

        “But didn’t you play the same game yesterday?” Nick said. “Didn’t they
            cheat in the same way yesterday?”

        “Yeah,” said the boy, like it was nothing. “So?”

        The boy pushed through the revolving door and hurried off.

        Allie came up beside Nick. “I joined their card game a few days ago. It
            threw them off, but the next day, they were back to the same old routine.” 

        “But it doesn’t make sense. …”

        “Yes it does,” said Allie. “I’ve been thinking about it a lot. You know
            when you're listening to an old vinyl record, and the music starts to skip? Well it’s
            like our lives are records that started to skip on the very last note. We never got to
            the end, we’re just sort of stuck. And if we’re not careful, we start to fall into ruts,
            doing the same things over and over and over.” 

        “. . . Because there’s comfort in the routine . . . ,” said Nick, echoing
            Mary’s words. “Is that what’s going to happen to us?”

        “Not if I can help it.”

        

        “We are not like the living,” Mary writes in her book The First
                Hundred Years. “We are beyond life. We are better than life. We don’t
            need to complicate our existence with a thousand meaningless activities, when one will
            do fine. Just as the world’s great artists learn the value of simplicity, so do we
            Afterlights learn to simplify. As time goes on, we fall into our perfect routine; our
            Niche in space and time, as consistent as the rising and falling of the sun. 

        “This is normal and natural. Routine gives us comfort. It gives us
            purpose. It connects us to the rhythm of all things. One must feel a certain pity for
            Afterlights who never do find their niche.”

        

    
        CHAPTER 9
Endless Loop


        Nick spent the next few days following other
            Afterlights in Mary’s domain, and it confirmed what Allie had shown him. For these kids,
            each day had become a repetition of the same day—and although he wanted to ask Mary
            about it, he didn’t, because he knew she would find some way of giving it a wonderful,
            positive spin. He wanted to sit with it for a while and think about it himself without
            Mary’s input. 

        That didn’t stop him from spending as much time as he could with her,
            though. Mary was not routine. Each day was different for her—the kids she spent time
            with, the things she did. It eased Nick’s mind to know that endless repetition was not
            an irresistible force. A person had choice in the matter, if they were strong enough. 

        It was a constant irritation to Nick that he and Mary could never have
            time alone. Wherever Mary was, Vari was there, too, like her own personal valet. Or like
            a lap dog. Clinging to Mary kept the boy’s life from becoming repetitive, like the
            others—although Nick wished Vari would just lock himself in a room, and play endless
            Beethoven to the walls for a few hundred years. 

        “Do you always have to hang around her?” Nick asked
            him. “Don’t you ever want to do anything else?” 

        Vari shrugged. “I like what I do.” Then he studied Nick with a certain
            coldness in his eyes. “You’ve been spending lots of time with Mary,” he said. “Maybe
            it’s time for you to do something else.” 

        Nick couldn’t quite read Vari’s emotions, only that they were unpleasant
            ones. “It’s a free spirit world—I can do what I want,” Nick said. 

        “She’ll grow tired of you,” said Vari. “She likes you because you’re new,
            but you won’t be new forever. Soon you’ll be just another Afterlight, and she won’t even
            remember your name. But I’ll still be here.” 

        Nick huffed at the suggestion. “She won’t forget my name.”

        “Yes she will. Even you will.”

        “What are you talking about?”

        “Your clothes, and your chocolate-face might cross over with you, but your
            name doesn’t. Not really. It fades just like any other memory. Soon everyone’ll just
            call you Chocolate. Or Hershey,” Vari grinned, but it wasn’t a pleasant grin.
            “Yeah, that’s it. You’ll be Hershey.”

        “No I won’t. And I won’t forget my name.”

        “Really,” said Vari. “Then what is your name?”

        He was about to answer, when suddenly he drew a blank. It only lasted for
            a second, but a second was way too long to not remember your own name. It was a
            profoundly frightening moment. “Uh … Uh … Nick. My name is Nick.” 

        “Okay,” said Vari. And then he asked: “What’s your last name?”

        Nick opened his mouth, but then closed it again and
            said nothing. Because he couldn’t remember. 

        When Mary arrived, she noticed the distressed look on Nick’s face
            immediately.

        “Vari, have you been teasing our new friend?”

        “We were just talking. If he thinks that’s teasing, that’s his
            problem.”

        Mary just shook her head, and gave Vari a kiss on his curly blond hair.
            Vari threw Nick a gloating grin when she did.

        “Will you escort me to the lobby? There’s a Finder waiting for me, and I
            suspect he has some interesting things to sell.”

        Vari stepped forward.

        “No, not you, Vari. You’ve seen Finders before, but I thought Nick might
            like to learn how to barter with them.”

        Now it was Nick’s turn to gloat.

        Once the elevator door closed, and Vari was out of sight, Nick put him out
            of mind, dismissing what he had said—not just about his name, but his certainty that
            Mary would tire of Nick. Vari, after all, was only nine years old. He was a little kid,
            feeling little-kid jealousy. Nothing more. 

        What Nick didn’t realize was that Vari had been nine for 146 years.
            Little-kid emotions do not sit well after a century and a half. If Nick had realized
            that, things might have gone differently. 

        Lief stood in the arcade, staring at the video-game screen, and didn’t
            dare blink. Move the stick right. Up. Left. Eat the big white ball. The little hairy
            things turn blue. Eat the hairy things until they start to blink. Then run away from
                them.

        Lief had become a Pac-Man junkie.

        There was no telling what caused the old Pac-Man game to cross over all
            those years ago. Mary had bought it from a Finder who specialized in tracking down
            electronics that had crossed. Electronics did not cross very often. True, over the years
            people loved their gramophones, or Victrolas, or 8-track players, or iPods, but in the
            end, no one “loved” those things with the kind of soulful devotion that would cause the
            device to cross into Everlost. No love was ever lost on a CD player that broke. It was
            simply replaced and the old one forgotten. For that reason, Everlost electronics were
            mostly the result of sunspot activity. 

        Mary prided herself on keeping current on technology, so that arriving
            Greensouls would feel somewhat at home. It had taken patience, and work, but over the
            years, Mary had gotten herself quite a collection of video games, and had turned the
            sixty-fourth floor into an arcade. There were also countless black vinyl record albums
            that had crossed, because people did truly love their music, but she had yet to track
            down a record player on which to play them. 

        Up. Left. Eat the big white ball. The hairy things turn blue. Eat the
                hairy things until they start to blink. Run away.

        Over and over. The repetition wasn’t so much soothing to Lief as it was
            compulsive. He couldn’t stop. He didn’t want to stop. Ever. 

        In the forest he had surely been a creature of habit. He had swung from
            the trees, playing his games alone—the same games day after day—but that was somehow
            different. There was no urgency to it. But the endless stimulation from this new-fangled
            machine demanded his focus in a way the forest never did. Other kids
            told him it was an old machine—but he didn’t care. The games were all new to him. 

        Up. Down. Left. Right. Eat. Run.

        “Lief, what are you doing? How long have you been here?”

        He was barely aware of Allie’s voice. He didn’t even turn to look at her.
            “A while,” he told her. Up. Left. Down.

        “I think you’ve been at that machine for five days straight.”

        “So?”

        “This is wrong. I’ve got to get you out of here! We’ve all got to
            get out of here!” 

        But Lief wasn’t listening anymore, because the funny little hairy things
            had turned blue.

        

        It had been a long time since Greensouls had had such an effect on Mary.
            Lief was not a problem. He simply brought out in Mary the maternal feelings she had for
            all the children in her care, but Allie, with her incessant questions and her neurosis
            of hope, brought up feelings in Mary she would much rather have forgotten, and thought
            she had. Feelings of doubt, frustration, and a sense of remorse as deep as her towers
            were tall. 

        And then there was Nick. The feelings he brought out in her were of a
            different nature, but just as troubling. He was so very much alive. Everything from his
            anxieties to the flush of his face in her presence. His bodily memory of life was so
            charming, so enticing, Mary could spend every minute with him. That was dangerous. It
            was almost as dangerous as being envious of the living. There were
            whispered tales of Afterlights whose envy of the living had turned them into
            incubuses—souls helplessly, hopelessly attached to a living host. This was different,
            but still, it was a weakness, and she was not in a position to be weak. Too many
            Afterlights relied on her for strength. With all this on her mind, she found herself
            distracted, and uncharacteristically moody. And so, when no one was watching, not even
            Vari, she descended to the fifty-eighth floor, the place she went when she needed
            silence and solitude. 

        The fifty-eighth floor had no tenants on the day the towers crossed into
            eternity. For that reason there were no walls or partitions subdividing it, and so, with
            the exception of the elevator core, the entire floor was nearly an acre of hollow space. 

        And still Nick found her.

        “One of the little kids said you might be here,” he said as he
            approached.

        It surprised her that anyone knew where she went. But then, perhaps
            everyone did, but respected her enough not to disturb her. She watched as he drew
            nearer, his gentle glow visible in the daylight because the floor was so vast it was
            mostly in shadows, even with windows on all sides. He was clearly not comfortable with
            the space. “Why would you come here? It’s so … empty.” 

        “You see emptiness,” she said. “I see possibility.”

        “Do you think you’ll ever need all these floors?”

        “There are more Afterlights out there, and more crossing everyday,” she
            told him. “It may take a thousand years until we need the space, but it’s nice to know I
            have it.”

        Mary looked out at the faded world of the living, hoping Nick would go
            away, hoping he would stay, and cursing herself for not being able to keep her distance. 

        “Is something wrong?”

        Mary considered how she’d answer, then decided that she wouldn’t. “Allie’s
            leaving, isn’t she?”

        “That doesn’t mean I’m leaving.” 

        “She’s a danger to herself,” Mary said. “Which means she’s also a danger
            to you.”

        Nick wasn’t concerned. “She just wants to go home and see if her father
            survived the accident. Why is that so bad?”

        “I know something about going home,” Mary told him, and she found that
            just saying it brought the memory closer, along with all the pain it held. 

        Nick must have read her emotions, because he said, “If you don’t want to
            talk about it you don’t have to.” And because he was kind enough not to ask, Mary found
            herself telling him everything, with the honesty she would have had before a priest. It
            was a memory Mary had tried desperately to forget, but like the chocolate stains on
            Nick’s face, the harder she tried to forget, the more indelible the memory became. 

        “I died on a Wednesday, but I didn’t die alone,” Mary told him. “Like you,
            I had a companion.”

        “We weren’t exactly companions,” Nick told her. “Allie and I were total
            strangers—until the car accident.”

        “I had an accident, too, but my companion wasn’t a stranger. He was my
            brother. The accident was entirely our fault. Mikey and I were walking home from school.
            It was a cool spring day, but sunny. The hills were already turning
            green. I can still remember the smell of the wildflowers that filled the fields—it’s one
            of the only smells I can still remember from the living world. Isn’t that odd?” 

        “So it happened in a field?” Nick asked.

        “No. There were two train tracks side by side that crossed the dirt path
            that led home. Those tracks were mostly for freight trains. Every once in a while, for
            no good reason, a freight train would stop on the tracks and sit there for hours on end.
            It was a terrible nuisance—going around the train sometimes meant a half-mile walk in
            either direction.” 

        “Oh no,” said Nick. “You went under the train?”

        “No, we weren’t stupid enough to do that, but quite often there was an
            empty boxcar open on both sides, so we could climb through the train. There was
            one on that day. Mikey and I had been fighting, I don’t remember what about, but it must
            have seemed important at the time because I was just furious and was chasing him. He was
            laughing and running ahead of me, and there was that boxcar, right in the middle of the
            dirt path, the doors on both sides pulled open, like a doorway to the other side. Mikey
            climbed up and into the boxcar. I climbed up right behind him, reaching for the back of
            his shirt as he ran across. I just missed him. He was still laughing and it just made me
            even more angry. He leaped out of the boxcar on the opposite side, and turned back to
            me.” 

        Mary closed her eyes, the image so strong she could just about see it
            playing on the inside of her eyelids like a cinema show. A movie, as the living
            now called it. 

        “You don’t have to tell me,” Nick said gently, but Mary had come too far
            to stop.

        “If I hadn’t been so angry, I might have seen the sudden terror in Mikey’s
            eyes, but I didn’t see that; I was too dead set on catching him. I jumped down from the
            box car and slugged him in the arm—but instead of fighting back, he grabbed me and
            that’s when I realized something I had forgotten. There were two railroad tracks
                side by side. One track held the freight car that hadn’t moved for hours, and
            on the second track was another train traveling at full speed. We had both just jumped
            right into the path of a speeding train that we hadn’t been able to see from the other
            side of the boxcar. When I finally saw it, it was too late. I never felt it hit me.
            Instead there was the sudden darkness of a tunnel and a light far, far away but moving
            closer. I was flying down that tunnel, but I wasn’t flying alone.” 

        “I remember that tunnel,” Nick said.

        “Before I got to the light I felt Mikey tugging on me. ‘No, no!’ he was
            yelling, and he pulled me and spun me around and I was still so mad at him I started
            fighting. I hit him and he hit me, he tugged my hair, I pushed him, and before I knew
            it, I felt myself crashing through the walls of that tunnel and losing consciousness
            even before I hit the ground.” 

        “That’s just like what happened with Allie and me!” Nick said. “We slept
            for nine months!”

        “Nine months,” Mary repeated. “Mikey and I woke up in the middle of
            winter. The trees were bare, the tracks were covered with snow, and of course like so
            many Greensouls, we couldn’t understand what happened. We didn’t realize that we were
            dead, but we knew something was terribly wrong. Not knowing what else to do, we did the worst thing that an Afterlight can do. We went home.” “But
            didn’t you notice yourselves sinking into the ground as you walked?” 

        “The ground was covered with snow,” Mary said. “We simply thought our feet
            were sinking into the snow. I suppose if we turned around we would have noticed that we
            left no footprints, but I didn’t think to look. It wasn’t until we got home that I
            realized how wrong things were. First of all, the house had been painted, not the light
            blue it had always been, but a dark shade of green. All our lives, we had lived with our
            father and our housekeeper since our mom had died giving birth to Mikey. Father never
            found himself another bride, but all that had changed. Father was there, yes, but with
            some woman I didn’t know and her two kids. They were in my house, sitting at
                my table, with my father. Mikey and I just stood there, and that’s
            when we first noticed our feet sinking into the ground, and it hit us both at once what
            had happened. Dad was talking to this woman, she gave him a kiss on the cheek, and Mikey
            started yelling at them. ‘Father, what are you doing? Can’t you hear me? I’m right
                here!’ But he heard nothing—saw nothing. And then gravity—the gravity of the
            Earth, the gravity of the situation—it all wrapped up into one single force pulling us
            down. You see, Nick, when you go home, the very weight of your own absence is so
            unbearably heavy that you start to sink like a stone in water. Nothing can stop you
            then. Mikey went first. One second he was there, the next second he was up to his neck,
            and then, the next, he was gone. Gone completely. He sank right through the floor.” 

        “But you didn’t?”

        “I would have,” said Mary, “but I got to the bed. You see, when I started
            to sink, my reflex was just like anyone else’s; to grab on to something. I was already
            at the doorway to my parents’ room. I stumbled in, already up to my waist. Everything I
            tried to reach for, my hand just passed through and then I grabbed the post of my
            parents’ bed. Solid brass. Everlost solid. I held on to it and pulled myself up
            until I climbed onto the bed and tumbled into it, curled up and began to cry.” 

        “But how—”

        “My mother,” Mary answered without even letting Nick finish the question.
            “Remember, she had died giving birth. She died in that bed.” 

        “A dead-spot!”

        Mary nodded. “I stayed there for a long time until my father, not even
            knowing I was there, climbed into the bed with his new wife. I couldn’t bear to see them
            together, so I left. By then I had recovered enough so that the weight of being home
            wasn’t so overwhelming anymore. I raced out of the house and although I sank quickly, I
            didn’t sink entirely, and the farther away from home I got the easier it was to walk.” 

        “What about your brother?” Nick gently asked.

        “I never saw him again,” Mary answered. “He sank to the center of the
            Earth.”

        Mary didn’t say anything for a very long time. There was an unpleasant
            heaviness where her stomach had once been, but everywhere else there was a strange,
            ethereal sense of weightlessness. Everlost spirits did not float through the air as the
            living imagined, but right then, she felt like she might. “I’ve
            never told anyone that before, not even Vari.” 

        Nick put his hand gently on her shoulder. “I know it must be horrible to
            lose your brother like that,” he said, “but maybe, maybe, I could be like a brother to
            you.” Then he moved a little closer. “Or … well … what I mean to say is, maybe not like
            a brother but something else.” Then he leaned toward her, and he kissed her. 

        Mary did not know how to deal with this. In the many years that she had
            been in Everlost there were boys who would try to force kisses on her. She wasn’t
            interested in those boys, and she always had more than enough strength to fight them
            off. But here was a boy whose kiss she didn’t want to fight off. On the other hand,
            neither did she want to have her judgment clouded by unfamiliar emotions. So she didn’t
            respond to him at all. 

        “I’m sorry,” he said sheepishly, taking her lack of response as
            disinterest.

        “Don’t be,” was all Mary said, but kept all of her feelings wrapped up
            tightly inside, just as she was wrapped up inside her lacy velvet dress. 

        Rejection was every bit as humiliating in death as it was in life.

        It’s because of the chocolate, Nick thought. No, it’s because
                I’m a year younger than her. No, I’m a hundred years younger than her.
            Nick didn’t wait for an elevator, he climbed up the stairs two steps at a time, and
            returned to his apartment, closing the door. Sure, Nick had been lovesick before. There
            was that girl in science—or was it history—he wasn’t sure
            anymore—but the point was it had passed. Here in Everlost, though, it would
                never pass, and he wondered if he tried hard enough if he would be able to
            simply disappear, because how could he ever face Mary again, much less face her for
            eternity. 

        Mary, Mary, Mary. Her face and name were locked in his mind…. And suddenly
            he realized that there was no room for the name that truly should have been in his mind.
            The name that that brat Vari was so sure he would forget. Hershey was what the
            other kids called him now, but that wasn’t his name, was it? His name started with an
                N. Nate. Noel. Norman. He was certain that it started with an
            N!

        Mary found her moods were always soothed by Vari’s masterful playing. He
            could coax the sweetest sounds from the Stradivarius violin—the same violin from which
            Vari had taken his Everlost name. Today he played Vivaldi’s Four Seasons, one
            of Mary’s favorites. It was supposed to be played by a string quartet, but Vari was the
            only string player among the 320 kids in her care. They had plenty of instruments
            though. People loved their instruments, so quite a few crossed over. A trumpet that had
            been run over by a bus, a piano that had fallen sixteen stories. Once in a while Mary
            tried to put together an orchestra, but not enough kids arrived in Everlost with the
            talent, or the desire to play. 

        “What would you like me to play next?”

        Mary’s mind had been drifting, so she hadn’t even realized Vari had
            stopped playing.

        “Whatever pleases you, Vari.”

        He began to play something mournful and pleading. Mary couldn’t identify
            the composer. She preferred happier music.

        “I should bring Nick up,” Mary said. “I’m sure he’d enjoy hearing you
            play, too.”

        The passion of Vari’s playing seemed to fade. “Hershey’s a toad.”

        “You should learn to like him,” Mary said.

        “He’s got a dirty face, and I don’t like his eyes.”

        “He’s half-Japanese. You mustn’t be prejudiced just because he has an
            Asian look about his eyes.”

        Vari said nothing to that. He played a few more brooding stanzas of music,
            then said, “Why do you always want him around? He can’t really do anything. Not
            like some other kids. Not like me.” 

        Mary had to admit that it was true—Nick was not a standout spirit. But
            then, why did it matter what he could do? Why couldn’t he just be?

        She stood, and went to one of the western windows. It was a clear
            afternoon, and she could see across the Hudson River to New Jersey, but a faint haze hid
            the horizon from her. 

        The world had become so small for the living. Airplanes took people across
            the country in a matter of hours. You could talk with people around the world just by
            pressing buttons on a telephone, and now those phones weren’t even connected to wires.
            Everlost wasn’t like that. It was still an unexplored wilderness of wild children, and
            gaping unknowns. Mary knew very little of children beyond her sphere of influence. Even
            after all her years here, her explorations were limited, because
            safety and security required digging in, and traveling as little as possible. Moving
            from the Everlost apartment building she had occupied for so many years to the towers
            had expanded her realm, and drawn many more children to her than she had sheltered
            before—yet even still, the only information she got from the world beyond her towers
            came from Finders passing through. Mostly they spoke of rumors. Sometimes she liked what
            she heard, and sometimes she didn’t. 

        Then a thought occurred to her; a marvelous thought that would give Nick a
            purpose and a reason to be something more than just one among many in her world. 

        “Finders have told me they’re reading my books as far west as Chicago
            now,” Mary told Vari. “Which means there must be children in other cities in need of
            care and guidance, don’t you think?” 

        Vari stopped playing. “You’re thinking of leaving here?”

        Mary shook her head. “No. But that doesn’t mean I can’t send someone out
            there. Someone I can train, and teach everything I know. That person can set up an
            outpost in an unexplored city. Chicago, perhaps.” 

        “Who would you send?”

        “I was thinking about Nick. Of course it will take years to train him
            properly—ten, maybe twenty—but there’s no great hurry.”

        Vari came up beside her, looked toward the hazy horizon, then turned to
            her.

        “I can do it,” he said. “And it won’t take years to train me, either.”

        She turned to him and smiled. “That’s sweet of you to offer.”

        “But I can do it,” he insisted. “I might be little, but the kids
            respect me, don’t they? Even the older ones.” 

        Again she smiled warmly. “Vari, what would this place be without you and
            your violin? I’d always want you here, playing for us.” 

        “‘Us,’” Vari echoed. “I see.”

        She kissed him on top of the head. “Now, why don’t you play something
            else. Something cheerful.”

        Vari began to play an upbeat tune, but somehow there seemed to be an edge
            to the music that was dark and undefinable.

        There was no question in Allie’s mind that she was getting out. She had no
            desire to spend eternity caught in an endless loop, no matter how pleasant it might be.
            But she was also smart enough to know not to leave until she got what she had come for
            in the first place. 

        Information.

        Not “Miss Mary” information, but the real deal.

        “I want to know about all the things Mary won’t talk about!”

        Allie said it loudly and fearlessly on what was commonly called the “teen
            floor,” since that’s where the older kids in Mary’s domain liked to congregate. No one
            seemed to react, but a kid playing Ping-Pong lost his concentration, and sent the ball
            flying across the room. 

        “Don’t act like you didn’t hear me, and don’t think that by ignoring me
            you can make me go away.”

        Like the younger kids, these kids were also caught in repetition, but it
            didn’t take as much to jostle them out of their stupor. There
            seemed to be a few fourteen-year-olds here, some thirteen, maybe some twelve-year-olds
            who eternally wanted to be older. All told, there were maybe thirty of these older kids
            in Mary’s domain—which was only about one-tenth of the population. She wondered if there
            were simply fewer older kids who got lost on their way to the light, or if most older
            kids simply didn’t stay here with Mary for very long. Nick had said Mary was writing a
            book on the subject. Allie wondered if there was a subject Mary wasn’t writing
            a book on. 

        “If Mary doesn’t talk about something, there’s a reason,” said the
            Ping-Pong boy.

        But Allie already had her argument well rehearsed.

        “Mary says there are things we shouldn’t think about, and shouldn’t do—but
            she doesn’t flatly forbid anything, does she?”

        “Because we always have a choice.”

        “That’s right. And Mary respects our choices, right?”

        No one said anything.

        “Right?” insisted Allie.

        The kids halfheartedly agreed.

        “Well, I choose to talk about those things we shouldn’t. And by her own
            rules, Mary has to respect my choice.”

        Several of the kids were suitably confused. That was okay. Shake them up a
            little, get them to see things in a new way. This was a good thing. 

        One girl stepped forward. It was Meadow—the girl they had met on their
            very first day here. “So, like, what do you want to know?” 

        “I want to know about haunting—and how we can
            communicate with the living world. I want to know if there’s a way back to life—because
            no matter what Mary says, we’re not entirely dead, or we wouldn’t be here. I want to
            know about the McGill. Is it real, or is it just something made up to scare little
            kids?” 

        By now all action had stopped in the room. The routine had been broken.
            She knew the moment she left, everyone would get right back to it, but for now she had
            their attention. One kid left a game of pool and approached her—but he still held on to
            his cue, as if worried he’d need to use it to defend himself. 

        “No one knows if the McGill is real,” he said. “But I think it is, because
            Mary won’t talk about it. If it wasn’t real, she’d just tell us so, right?” 

        A few of the other kids mumbled in agreement.

        “How about leaving Everlost? Is it possible to live again?”

        Meadow spoke up, blunt, and unsympathetic. “Your body is in a grave, or
            worse, it’s in ashes. I don’t think you want it back.”

        “Yeah, but there are other ways to be alive …,” said a kid quietly from
            the corner. When Allie turned to him, he looked away.

        “What do you mean, other ways?” asked Allie.

        When he didn’t answer, Meadow spoke up. “He doesn’t know what he
            means.”

        “But you do.” 

        Meadow crossed her arms. “There are … talents … that some people
            have, and some people don’t. They’re not nice talents—and they will bring you a world of
            bad karma. Mary calls them ‘The Criminal Arts.’”

        By now everyone had begun to gravitate around Allie and Meadow. By the
            looks on their faces, some kids seemed to know what she was talking about, but most
            seemed clueless. 

        “What kind of talents?” asked Allie. “How would I know if I have
            them?”

        “You’d be luckier not to know.”

        “Excuse me,” said a voice from the back. Everyone turned to see Vari
            standing there. There was no way to know how much he had heard. Meadow instantly put
            distance between herself and Allie, going back to the game she had been playing. The
            rest of the kids moved away from Allie as well, as if she was poison. 

        “Good news,” Vari said. “Miss Mary just traded with a Finder for a bucket
            of fried chicken. She says everyone can have a single bite.” 

        The rush to the elevators nearly swept Allie off her feet. As much as
            Allie wanted a bite of that chicken as well, she resisted. The fact wasn’t lost on Vari,
            who patiently waited for the last elevator with her. 

        “What’s the matter?” he asked. “Were you a vegetarian when you were
            alive?” Allie couldn’t tell whether he was being sarcastic or sincere.

        

        In her book, You’re Dead’—So Now What?, Mary Hightower offers the
            following warning for the restless soul: “Wanderlust is a dangerous thing. In Everlost
            there’s safety in staying put. Afterlights who are cursed with a desire to travel don’t
            last for long. They either succumb to Gravity Fatigue, or they are captured by feral
            packs of unsavory children. The few that escape these fates become Finders, but the
            existence of a Finder is full of peril. Better to seek a safe haven, and stay there. And
            if you haven’t found a safe haven, by all means, come see me.”

        

    
CHAPTER 10
An Elevator Down


Allie was alone in an elevator the following morning, when a human skeleton got in on the ninety-eighth floor. 

Allie gasped at the sight of him.

“Get over it,” the skeleton-boy said as the elevator doors closed.

Allie quickly realized who it was. He wasn’t a skeleton at all. He simply had white makeup all over his face, with black around the eyes, and wore a cheap Halloween skeleton costume. His Afterlight glow merely added to the overall effect. 

“Sorry,” said Allie. “You just caught me off guard.”

There were two kids here who had the supreme misfortune of crossing on Halloween: this kid, and another with green face-paint and fake peeling skin. Everyone called them Skully and Molder. 

“So,” said Skully, after the elevator doors had closed. “I hear you’ve been asking about the Criminal Arts.”

“Yeah,” said Allie, “but asking is useless if nobody answers.”

“I can tell you stuff, but you can’t tell anyone you heard it from me.”

The elevator door opened. “Your floor?” asked Skully.

Allie had been going down to the arcade to try to wrestle Lief away from his Pac-Man game, but that could wait. She didn’t get out, and the elevator door closed again. 

“Tell me what you know. I promise I won’t tell anyone you told me.”

Skully hit the button for the lobby and the elevator began its long fall. “There’s this place a couple of miles away from here. A building that crossed a long time ago. A pickle factory, I think. There’s this kid who lives there. They call him ‘The Haunter.’ He teaches people how to do things.” 

“How to do what, exactly?”

“Paranorming, ecto-ripping, skinjacking—you name it.”

“I don’t know what those things are.”

Skully sighed impatiently. “He can show you how to move things in the living world, make yourself heard to the living—and maybe even seen. They even say he can reach into the living world, and pull things out of it. He can actually make things cross into Everlost.” 

“And he can teach this?”

“That’s what I hear.”

“Have you ever met him?” Allie asked.

The kid backed away a little. “I know kids who went there. But they didn’t come back.”

Allie just shrugged it off. “Maybe after visiting the Haunter, they found something better than this. Maybe they didn’t come back because they didn’t want to.” 

“Maybe,” said Skully. “If you want, I’ll get you the address.”

Allie was going to ask him more, but the doors whooshed open, he stepped out, and a gaggle of little kids swept in from the lobby, on their way to higher places. 

Nick. Nicky. Nicholas.

It had taken him hours to remember his name, and now that he had captured it, he wasn’t letting go. His name was Nick. Nick something-or-other. It was a Japanese last name, because his father was Japanese. His mother was Caucasian, although he couldn’t quite remember the details of either of their faces, but that was a battle for another time. Right now, holding on to his first name took all his attention. 

Nick. Nicky. Nicholas.

He would remember his last name, too. He would. He had to. Even if he had to track down his own grave and read it there, he would know his last name again. He would keep them both, and no one would call him Hershey, or Cadbury, or Ghirardelli, or anything other than Nick, Nicky, Nicholas.

He took scraps of paper from his room, and wrote it over and over again, shoving a tiny slip into each of his pockets, in every drawer, under his mattress, and even under the cushions of the sofa that Lief slept on. Lief wouldn’t care—he hadn’t been back to the room for days, anyway. 

Nick, Nicky, Nicholas. Maybe even Nic-o.

He was interrupted by Allie pounding on the door. He knew it was Allie, because she was the only one who ever pounded. Mary’s knock was gentle and refined. Allie knocked like she wanted the door to fall down. 

“I’m busy!” Nick said. “Go away.”

But she just kept on pounding, so he had to let her in.

When Allie stepped in, she looked around, as if something was wrong. “Nick, what are you doing in here?” 

Nick turned around to look at his room, and for the first time he saw what he had done. There were little scraps of paper everywhere—not just in and under things, but all over the room. It looked like the place was covered in a dusting of snow. He hadn’t just used the paper in the drawers, he had torn out all the pages of all the books on the shelves. Mary’s books. He had torn them to shreds and had written “Nick” on every little shred, both front and back. 

Only now did he notice it was daylight. Hadn’t he started this at dusk? Had he been doing this all night? Nick was speechless. He had no idea how this had happened. It was as if he were in a trance, broken only by Allie’s arrival. The weird thing about it was that a part of him wanted to throw her out, and get back to his work. His important work. Nick, Nicky, Nicholas.

Just like the kids playing kickball, or the kids watching The Love Boat every day until the end of time, he had found his “niche,” and hadn’t even realized it. 

He looked at Allie, pleadingly, opening his mouth, but unable to say anything. He felt a certain shame about it that he couldn’t explain. 

“It’s all right,” Allie said. “We’re getting out of here.”

“What?”

“You heard me—we’re leaving.”

Nick resisted. Leave here? Leave Mary? “No! I don’t want to leave.”

Allie stared at him like he was a mental case. Maybe he was. “What do you want to do? Stay here writing your name forever?”

“I told Mary I wouldn’t leave.” But then, thought Nick, that was before she so thoroughly rejected his sorry butt.

Allie scowled, and Nick thought she might start ranting about what a terrible person Mary was, and blah blah blah—but she didn’t. Instead she said: “If you really want to impress Mary … if you really want to be useful to her, then you need to learn a skill.” 

“What are you talking about?”

“How would you like to be able to talk to the living—or better yet, how would you like to reach into the living world and actually pull things out of it?” 

Nick shook his head. “But that’s Ecto-ripping! Mary hates it!”

“She only hates it because no one here can do it—-and just because Mary calls them ‘The Criminal Arts,’ doesn’t mean they really are. They’re only criminal if you use them in criminal ways. Think about it, Nick. If you come with me and learn all there is to know, you can come back with food and toys for all her little kids. You can bring her a dozen roses that will never wilt or fade. You can actually mean something to her.” 

Nick found this irresistibly tempting. The more he considered it, the harder it was to refuse. “Who’s gonna teach us that?”

“I know a kid who knows a kid,” said Allie.

Nick looked at his room, covered in little bits of paper. If an eternity of that was the alternative, maybe it was time he trusted Allie, and took a leap of faith. 

“Tell me more.”

“C’mon,” said Allie. “We’ll talk on the way to the arcade.”

•   •   •

One down, one to go. Allie found Lief exactly where she expected to: practically glued to the Pac-Man machine.

“Lief?”

“Leave me alone, I’ve got to beat this level.”

“Lief, this game is so old, living people don’t even play it anymore. ‘Retro’ is one thing, but this is prehistoric!”

“Stop bothering me!”

Nick leaned his back against the side of the game, with his arms crossed. “He’s found his niche,” Nick said. “Like I almost did.” 

“It’s not a niche,” said Allie, “it’s a rut. Mary might think it’s a good thing, but it’s not.” Allie knew now that in the same way water always seeks its lowest point, so do the souls of Everlost—carving a rut that becomes a ditch, that becomes a canyon—and the deeper it gets, the harder it is to escape from. Allie knew it, just as she knew that Lief, if left alone, would play this game until the end of time. 

“This is wrong, Lief!”

“Just go.”

She went to the back of the machine to pull the plug, only to find out that it wasn’t even plugged in, and she cursed the fact that the normal laws of science didn’t apply in Everlost. Machines worked not because they had a power source, but because in some strange way, they remembered working. 

Allie thought for a moment, then said, “We’re going to a place that has even better games!”

“Don’t lie to him,” said Nick—but she had already caught Lief’s attention. He was looking at her instead of at the machine. His eyes were glassy, and his expression vague, like he was surfacing from a deep, deep sleep. 

“Better games?”

“Listen,” said Allie, “you saved my life before we got here. Now it’s my turn to save yours. Don’t lose your soul to a Pac-Man machine.” 

On the screen, his Pac-Man was caught by one of the fuzzy creatures, and died. Game over. But, like everything else in Mary’s world, it wasn’t over, because it started again. No quarter needed. Lief turned to gaze longingly at the game, but Allie touched his cheek, and turned his head to face her again. 

“Nick and I are going to learn about haunting. I want you to come with us. Please.”

She could see the moment he pulled himself out of the quicksand of his own mind. “I didn’t save your life,” he said. “Too late for that. But I did save you from a fate worse than death.” 

Allie couldn’t help but think she had done the same for him.

Deep down, Nick knew that a trip to the Haunter was a betrayal of Mary, but if Allie was right, the skills he’d come back with would be worth it. Mary would forgive him; forgiveness and acceptance were part of who she was. Nick felt a sense of anticipation, like butterflies in his stomach, and he had to admit it was a good feeling. It felt almost like being alive. 

Allie had gotten directions from Skully. It wasn’t too far away, but there was no safe time to leave. As Everlost was a world of insomniacs, there was always someone there to see every move they made. They decided to leave late at night, during a storm. That way, no kids would be playing outside, and no one on the higher floors would be able to see them, or their Afterlight glow through the sheets of rain when they crossed the plaza. If they timed it right, they wouldn’t be seen by the lookouts either. As their elevator descended, Nick turned to Allie. “I oughta have my head examined for agreeing to this.” 

“It’ll be fun,” Allie said. “Right, Lief?”

“Yeah.” Lief didn’t sound too convinced.

While the rain didn’t even get the marble plaza wet, lightning and thunder were as real to Everlost as they were to the living. After a bright flash of lightning, they waited for the thunder crash before stepping out, and then they headed uptown, without looking back. 

Had they looked back, however, they would have seen Vari peering out from the second floor, watching them as they left. Next to him stood Skully. Once Allie, Nick, and Lief were out of sight, Vari gave Skully a single cherry jelly bean. His reward for a job well done.



“Do not speak of the Criminal Arts,” writes Mary Hightower in her pamphlet The Evils of Paranorming. “Do not speak of them, do not think of them, and most of all, do not seek to learn them. Attempting to influence the living world can only lead to misery.”




CHAPTER 11
The Haunter


Nick and Allie had not been out in the rain since they crossed into Everlost. “Drenched to the bone” took on a whole new meaning when the rain passed through you on its way to the ground. 

“Sleet is worse,” Lief said.

The old pickle factory was just where Skully said it would be. A white brick building on Washington Street, that, at some point in its life, crossed over into Everlost. A heavy steel door was ominously ajar. Nick didn’t like the looks of it. 

“Why do I get the feeling this is a really, really bad idea?”

“Because,” said Allie, “you’re a certified wimp.”

And so to prove that he wasn’t, Nick was the first to push the door open. Bad idea or not, no more complaining. He had made his decision, and he was going for it. 

The instant he stepped in, the aroma snagged him. There was a rich smell in the air of roast meat and garlic, hitting him with more ferocity than the pelting storm—the aromas were so wonderful they made Nick weak at the knees. 

The building had been gutted, leaving nothing but clouded windows, a concrete floor, and black girders holding up the floor above. Hanging from the ceiling was the source of the wonderful smell. Roast chickens, turkeys, and smoked fish hung from meat hooks. Entire salamis hung from strings. 

“It’s true then,” said Allie in a charged whisper. “The Haunter can rip whatever he wants right out of the living world!”

“Ill never doubt you again,” said Nick.

“Wow!” was all Lief could say.

They were so awed by the hanging feast, it took them a few moments to notice the small Afterlight sitting cross-legged in the center of the concrete floor. He looked frozen there, as if he hadn’t moved for many years. His glow had a yellow tinge to it, and shimmered faintly against the gray walls. 

“I’ve been waiting for you,” said the Haunter.

Nick found his feet not wanting to move forward, until Allie whispered in his ear, “He probably says that to anyone who shows up.” 

“He’s just a little kid!” said Lief, but Allie “shushed” him.

The three kids approached the seated figure. The light was dim, but as they got closer, they could see that even though he had died young, the Haunter was a very, very old spirit. Physically, he couldn’t be any older than six, and yet there was such a sense of age in him, he might as well have been a withered old wizard. The clothes he wore barely looked like clothes at all. They were furs, stitched together—perhaps to protect him from an ice age that had passed twenty-thousand years ago.

“Tell me why you have come,” the Haunter said in his high-pitched voice. He had only one visible tooth. Perhaps it was because most of his front baby teeth had come out shortly before he died. 

“We … we heard you can teach people to haunt the living world,” Allie said.

“I teach nothing,” he said. “Either you have the skill, or you don’t.”

Then he reached into his lap, and produced a smooth stone the size of an egg. The Haunter looked at the stone for a moment, as if it held the wisdom of the world, then in one smooth motion, he hurled it at Nick. “Catch it!” he said. 

Nick held up his hands, but the stone passed right through his chest, and hit the floor behind him! This wasn’t an Everlost stone, it was an artifact of the living world! 

The Haunter laughed in his very-old-little-kid voice. “Pick it up. Bring it to me,” he said.

“How am I supposed to pick that up?”

“The same way I did,” said the Haunter.

Nick went to the stone, leaned down, and reached for it. His fingers closed on it, but passed right through it, just as he knew they would. He tried again, concentrating this time. Nothing. The stone didn’t even wobble. Fine, thought Nick. He’ll point out how completely useless we are, then he’ll start teaching us.

Nick stood up and turned to the Haunter, anxious to just get on with it. “I can’t,” said Nick. “I can’t pick up the stone.”

“In that case,” said the Haunter, “your lesson is over.” Then he snapped his fingers, and there came a thundering that had nothing to do with the weather. The steel door behind them slammed itself shut. Then, down a flight of old wooden stairs came a dozen figures wrapped from head to toe in black robes, and they headed straight for Nick. Before he knew what was happening, dark gloved hands lifted him off the ground. 

“Stop! What are you doing!”

“The price of failure,” the Haunter said calmly, “is an eternity to think about it.”

And then they turned Nick upside down, and plunged him headfirst into a pickle barrel that had crossed over into Everlost along with the building. It was still full of slimy saltwater brine. Then they slammed the cover back on, and Nick found himself submerged in salty, liquid darkness. For a horrible instant, he thought he might drown there, but realized he couldn’t. The brine was in him and around him. It sloshed through the place where his insides should be, it filled his mouth and nose, yet still he did not drown, and never would. 

Allie stared at the barrel paralyzed with disbelief, listening to Nick’s angry, muffled screams from within as the dark-robed figures nailed the lid on tight. So this was why no one ever returned from the Haunter. How could she have been so stupid to take this risk? To make her friends take the risk? I did this to Nick, was all Allie could think. I made him come here.

Allie looked at all the other barrels. Were those barrels full of others who failed the test, unable to die, yet unable to escape, left to pickle in their own thoughts for all time? 

“The other boy next,” the Haunter said.

Lief shook his head. “No. No, I don’t want to! I just want to go.”

“Bring me the stone and you can go.”
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