
[image: Cover: Girl of Lore, by Melanie Dale.]




[image: Girl of Lore, by Melanie Dale. Aladdin. New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | London | Toronto | Sydney/Melbourne | New Delhi.]







“Listen to them—the children of the night. What music they make!”

—Bram Stoker, Dracula








I

THE DRIVER GRIPPED THE STEERING wheel, shoulders hunched, leaning forward as if she could stretch the sunlight from west to east and buy them time. Her foot was jammed on the gas pedal.

From the back seat, Mina observed, helpless to intervene, a spectator watching a film play out in front of her. And she wasn’t even in her own body.

“Almost there,” the driver gritted out to the man in the passenger seat.

He nodded, eyes closed, a small moan escaping his lips. Black veins crept from the ripped flesh on his neck. He smelled like decay.

The car crossed an invisible finish line as the sun dipped below the horizon.

“We’re in,” the driver said. “Do it.”

A book lay open on the man’s lap, his fingers pressed against the familiar symbols. He tilted his head back, closed his eyes in concentration, and then—

“No!” the driver screamed, slamming on the brakes.

The car jolted to a stop. Mina pitched forward and braced herself between the front seats. Three shadowy figures blocked the way. The man urgently began reading while the driver wrenched the wheel to steer around them.

Suddenly the earth opened, swallowing the front tires. The car nose-dived and teetered over the edge. Mina saw the swish of a leathery tentacle emerging from the freshly exposed earth before snaking deeper down into the abyss.

They hung there for a moment, afraid to move, afraid to breathe.

“I love you,” the man gasped.

“Keep reading, my love,” the driver whispered back.

Mina heard a noise at the rear of the car. She turned and saw the three shadowy figures raise their hands. She snarled at them—she didn’t know the driver or the man who was reading, but the body she was in cared about them, wanted to protect them. The three figures sneered, pressing their palms to the bumper of the car and shoving as one.

Metal screeched, and the car tipped into the hole. Mina plummeted, reaching for the twilight above until it winked out and she was surrounded by darkness. But her eyes adjusted quickly, and she was surprised with the clarity of unexpected night vision. She saw the people in front of her. She smelled their fear and let out a whine, desperate to help them.

Time slowed. Where was the bottom? Could they fall forever? What took mere moments felt like eons.

The front of the car finally plowed into the bottom of the hole and crumpled, crunching the hood and windshield. She hit the back of the passenger seat, whimpering in pain. The driver cried out as the airbag exploded. The man in the passenger’s seat was silent.

Mina had just started to push herself up when a force crushed the car from the side, pinning her in a steel prison. Her lungs compressed; she fought for each breath. Her ribs threatened to splinter. She was leaving herself, squeezing out of her body, out of whoever she was, whoever she could’ve been.

The pressure built, and blood throbbed through her veins. Banging to get free. Pushing against her skin. Air—she needed air. Her pulse grew louder in her head, whooshing through her ears, pounding like the beat of a drum. Boom, boom, boom, BOOM!

She heard cracking behind her. With effort, Mina craned her neck to see tiny lines spiderwebbing across the rear window. It exploded, raining glass on her. A piece sliced her wrist, but air—air, precious air—wafted against her face. Panting, gasping, she sucked it into her lungs.

The driver heaved herself into the back seat, dropped a bloody knife, and dragged Mina’s body toward the shattered rear window, shoving her through the gap in the glass.

“Find her,” the driver whispered, ducking back into the car before Mina could get a good look at her.

Mina climbed up out of the jagged hole in the earth and ran.



Mina Murray jolted awake, gasping for breath. She thrashed her arms and legs, trying to break free. Break free of what? The only things entangling her were the sweaty sheets that she’d soaked through. A dream. It was just a dream.

She shoved the covers off and stared at her wrist where the glass had cut her in her nightmare. She touched a raised welt with her finger and felt the sting of angry flesh. Ouch. Something must’ve bitten her in the night, the sensation wiggling into her subconscious.

Mina’s overactive mind often conjured strange dreams, but this was the most vivid one she’d had. It was like she wasn’t herself and had been watching the scene through the eyes of someone else, in an unfamiliar body.

Mina scrunched her nose and stretched, and her thoughts slowly released their grip on the dream. She was in her bed. Safe. She slid her glasses over her thick eyebrows and dark brown eyes and checked her phone. Ugh. Her alarm wouldn’t go off for another half hour.

Silver lining—she had time before school to visit her favorite spot.

She threw on jeans and a T-shirt, rubbed on deodorant, and coaxed her hair smooth while fighting off her usual intrusive thoughts. What if I push too hard putting in my contacts and my eyeball squishes out like jelly? What if I didn’t brush long enough and develop plaque, and my teeth turn brown and fall out? What if, what if, what if? Then, finally, Mina plodded down the stairs. Her mom always said it must be so tiring inside her head.

Her mom had no idea.

Her mother, Caroline Murray, looked up from her phone, surprised. “Mina, you going to school early?” The owner of a yoga studio, where she taught everything from hot power flow to yoga nidra, Caroline sat at the kitchen table already decked out in spandex from head to toe, her brown hair pulled back from her lightly tanned face in a ponytail.

Mina nodded. “Rough night.” She let her mom drag her into a quick side hug before going over to her shoes.

“Did you feel the earthquake? Did the sirens keep you up?”

“Earthquake? Sirens?” Mina looked up from tying her cherry-red Doc Martens.

“I think every emergency vehicle in town wee-ooh-wee-oohed to whatever was happening—a car crash or something. Be careful on your way to school.”

Car crash? Mina thought back to her dream, which was already fading, as dreams do. “Another reason to continue my commitment to the pedestrian life.”

“You are going to need to practice driving at some point—”

“Can’t crash if I don’t drive. Safety first, Mom.”

Caroline made a wry face.

“I have enough stuff right here at home to screw me up without putting me behind the wheel.” Mina held out her wrist to show her mom the bite she’d found this morning. “Something bit me in my sleep.”

Caroline pulled her reading glasses down from her head and peered at the bite, running her index finger over it. Mina hissed at the touch.

“Does it itch or sting?”

“Yes?” Mina shrugged, pulling her arm back.

“Looks like a little rash,” Caroline mused.

“Rash?!” Mina shuddered. Gross.

“You’ll live.” Her mom opened a drawer and pulled out a tube. “Rub this on it twice a day. It’ll be fine. Maybe just an allergic reaction to something.”

“I think I’m allergic to school. Should maybe stay home,” Mina said, tossing the ointment in her backpack and ferociously washing her hands at the kitchen sink.

“Don’t forget your lunch,” her mom said as Mina grabbed her sketchbook, shoved it into her backpack, and headed toward the door. “Hey! Hug, hug, hug!” Caroline wrapped Mina in a tight bear hug.

She sank down, down, the air crushed out of her lungs, the light slipping away—

“Mina!”

Mina startled back to the kitchen. How long had her mom been saying her name? How long had she zoned out?

“Sorry, still sleepy. Bye!” Mina snatched a banana off the counter and stepped into the London morning.

That’s London, Georgia.

Smack! She swatted a mosquito as it landed on her neck. The humidity was so thick, Mina could almost swim to school. They’d been back at school for a month and a half, but summer wouldn’t give it up for another few weeks.

Mina headed to her favorite spot: the graveyard. When she walked through the gates, she smiled and whispered, “Good morning.” She didn’t know who she was greeting—maybe the graveyard itself, or maybe the residents below. Morning mist lingered around the gravestones, untouched by the sun just beginning to peek above the horizon. She inhaled a deep breath. It smelled different here. Older, wilder. The hairs on the back of Mina’s neck lifted, and she shivered in spite of the humidity.

She’d always gravitated to this place of final rest, where the inhabitants didn’t judge her, didn’t expect anything of her. Her whole life she’d never felt like she fit in anywhere, like she existed on her own plane—always near other people but never with them. She could watch, but she could never belong. She felt drawn here, surrounded by unknown lives and deaths, because she herself was unknown and unknowable.

The best place in the graveyard was inside the shady mausoleum in the middle of the grounds. It was cool inside, away from the hot Georgia sun. The lock on the wrought iron gate had snapped years ago, and apparently no relatives remained who cared to have it fixed. Mina opened the creaky gate and crept in. She figured the dead didn’t mind.

The floor of the mausoleum was gray stone, and the walls contained the crypts, stacked on top of one another like a library for the dead. The air smelled musty from all the rain. Moss grew along the floor and up the walls, obscuring the names of the deceased.

She loved the mausoleum; it was her own space, where she could escape from the thoughts that roiled in her head. Here, surrounded by the dead, she felt calmer. The quiet was peaceful. And no one ever bothered her.

Mina pulled out her sketchbook. It was a plain little book with a brown paper cover, filled with blank pages that she’d found at a shop in the town square. She always kept it with her, and whenever something caught her eye, she’d grab it and start sketching. Sometimes she’d record a bit of dialogue in the margins of her sketches, so it looked a little like a comic book, with speech and thought bubbles floating around the pages.

Her mom felt her drawings were a little dark, so Mina had learned to hide the really gory stuff in her sketchbook and leave the cute fluffy stuff out around her room for her mom to find. Mom was always harping on her to “find the light within,” but Mina just tended to gravitate to the darkness. Maybe she was broken.

Stab! Images of stabbing her loved ones filled her head. She gulped in three breaths and blinked three times.

Gripping her pencil, she released her anxiety onto the page, sketching the three shadowy figures from her nightmare. It felt good to rid her mind of the haunting images. Letting her thoughts wander, she finished the three, and then she turned to a fresh page and sketched the headstones stretching out beyond the mausoleum gate, adding skeletal hands thrusting through the earth.

Her eyes meandered over to the church across the grass. She went to church there; her house was several blocks down the street, and her school was a few blocks the other way. She lived a small life in a small town and barely ever wandered from this tiny track she walked, back and forth, up and down. She could almost feel the rut she wore into the ground, day after day. Here in the cemetery, she was just one of thousands of Londoners who’d lived and died.

Gloomy, Mina. She shook off her melancholy and returned her mind to the sketchbook, feeling the drag of the pencil across the page.



Mina slid into first period right as the bell rang. While the teacher got all mathy and talked math things, Mina yanked her long brown hair into a bun and blew out a breath. She glanced over at her best friend, Jackie Seward, who was trying to catch her attention from the next desk over. They usually walked to school together, but of course this morning Mina had left early.

Jackie scrunched her shiny dark curls and mouthed, Did you hear? Mina shrugged and shook her head. Hear what? She’d been with the dead all morning, and they weren’t very chatty.

Jackie wrote something on the corner of her notebook and turned it so Mina could see. Sinkhole. Dead guy. Everyone’s talking about it.

Mina wrote back, Sinkhole like a drain? She covered the notebook as the teacher passed around a pop quiz, and then removed her hand as soon as he moved on.

Jackie shook her head and wrote, Like the earth sinking down and sucking a guy into a hole!!! before focusing on the paper in front of her.

Mina’s eyes widened. That must’ve been what the emergency vehicle sirens her mom mentioned were about. A hole suddenly opening up and swallowing someone definitely seemed like an emergency. Had the dead guy been dead before the sinkhole opened, or had the hole itself killed him? A killer hole? Her nightmare, the feeling of falling, flashed back to her.

Sinking down, down, away from the light—

“What’d you get for number four?” Buddy Swales whispered, breathing his morning breath at her.

Quiz. She was in the middle of a quiz. Geometry class. Tenth grade. It was coming back to her. Mina adjusted her forearm so Buddy couldn’t see that she hadn’t even started and got to work.

After math, she made a quick trip to her locker to swap out books. She loved her locker. It was her tiny oasis in the stormy sea of high school. This lone locked metal box was hers, and no one could mess with it. She spun the combination lock on the outside, 18–9–7, giving it three additional twists like she always did, even though she’d promised her therapist she’d try to resist that particular compulsion.

Mina lived by sets of three. She counted in threes, blinked in threes, and even breathed in threes when her anxiety spiked. She knew it was silly. Logically she knew the compulsions didn’t matter, but her brain told her if she didn’t perform these little things, something bad would happen. She didn’t trust herself, and her compulsions somehow kept her in check. She didn’t want to stab anybody. She didn’t want these intrusive thoughts. As her compulsions had gotten worse in middle school, her mom had noticed, and now she went to therapy every week.

The therapist explained that Mina had obsessive-compulsive disorder. OCD.

She wasn’t crazy.

(What if she was crazy?)

Other words for “crazy”: mad, insane, deranged, demented, unbalanced, batty, dotty, screwy, unhinged, wacko, lunatic, mental, cuckoo. Cuckoo, cuckoo, cuckoo!

Listing synonyms: also a compulsion.

Sighing, Mina opened her locker. Brain, you shush. She freshened her lip balm, grabbed her notebook, and then headed to chemistry class down the hall. She whipped out her sketchbook as she took her seat in class.

She leaned her head in her hand and remembered the rash on her wrist. As if high school wasn’t hard enough, now she had to deal with boils and pustules. Couldn’t it just be a zit, like on normal teenagers? She looked at the spot. The angry redness had died down to a muted scab. That ointment must be working.

She opened a fresh page in her sketchbook and drew a wrist and hand. Inside the wrist, she tried to sketch what she saw. The scab looked a little like a spider with eight wiggly legs. At least it was healing, whatever it was—rash or strange spider bite. If it was a spider bite, maybe she’d develop superpowers like wall climbing and web slinging. She sketched spiders, filling the page with the creepy-crawlies.

“Yuck, Mina.” Becca Winter’s voice startled Mina back from wherever her brain had taken her. She’d turned around in her desk and seen Mina’s sketch.

Mina remembered she was in second period chem class. She had no idea what the teacher had been lecturing about, but hey, she was having some kind of chemical reaction on her wrist, so technically she was focusing on the right subject, right?

“Why are you the creepiest person ever?” Becca said, loud enough to get a laugh from the people sitting close to them. “How does your brain even come up with that?” She pointed a perfectly manicured finger at Mina’s journal, making a dry-heaving noise.

Mina scowled at her; then she looked down at her drawing and saw that entwined with the spiders, she’d drawn tentacles wrapping around them and dragging them into a hole in the wrist, the spiders’ legs wiggling. She must’ve really zoned out, because she didn’t remember drawing anything after the spiders.

“You should stop lurking around the cemetery and, like, join a club or something. Seriously, Mina, you’re getting even weirder. I’m just trying to help you.” Becca offered a grimace.

“I club. I’m a clubber. I’m on student council,” Mina said, adding to her sketch. The teacher had stopped lecturing and was now shuffling papers on his desk, allowing Becca to torment Mina without concern for getting in trouble.

“Yeah, because I got everyone to vote for you. It was a pity vote because of your tragic awkwardness. I try to do at least one good deed a week.”

Other words for “pity”: sympathy, regret, commiseration, compassion, kindness, charity.

Mina kept sketching.

“Hello? Respond, s’il vous plaît?” Becca waved her hand in Mina’s face.

Mina finished her sketch with a flourish and held it up for Becca to see. She’d added a caricature of Becca’s face onto a body with the spider vortex wrist, making it look like Becca was wildly excited about it. Mina grinned widely.

“Ugh! I don’t know why I bother,” Becca said, whipping her attention back to the front, her long blond hair swishing on Mina’s desk.

Stab! Mina dropped her pencil and pressed her hand flat on the desk. She blinked three times. The mark on her wrist twinged.

The bell rang, and Mina escaped to the hallway. She wouldn’t give Becca the satisfaction of seeing how much her words had stung, but they did. Mina knew she was weird. Everyone thought so. Even Jackie, who had less and less time for Mina these days and seemed to make friends as easily as breathing. If Mina didn’t find a way to fix herself, she’d lose the one friend she had.

And then she’d have no one.

She loved her family, but there was something missing inside her. A hole she couldn’t fill.

She trudged toward her next class, feeling grumpy and a little forlorn.

Other words for “forlorn”: sorrowful, heartbroken, wretched, lonely, abandoned, friendless, lost, woebegone.

Buddy appeared in front of her. “Mina, what’s wrong?”

Mina stomped past him, muttering, “Nothing, Buddy. Mind your own business.”






II

AFTER SCHOOL, MINA STEPPED OUTSIDE into the stifling air that made her want to run back to the cool air conditioning. The pavement shimmered in the late afternoon sun, and she could tell it had rained earlier by the way the steam rose off the concrete and water droplets hung off the tips of the kudzu growing up the tree trunks.

Choking them. This invasive vine had taken over the South, flourishing in the heat and strangling the Georgia pines and hardwoods, tangling the leaves all together. London was filled to the brim with growing things that seemed to clench tighter here at summer’s end, as the dark came sooner each evening.

She couldn’t breathe. She yanked at the neck of her damp T-shirt and wiped sweat off her brow before it landed in her eyes. She hoped her sunscreen wasn’t lying about being sweatproof, or else her pale skin would burn on the walk home.

When Jackie bounded up, her flawless brown-skinned complexion glistening in the sun, Mina wondered for the thousandth time why Jackie stayed friends with her. She was utterly gorgeous and so bubbly that she could make friends with anybody… while staying friends with a nobody like Mina.

The girls started walking, Jackie chattering about all the friends in her classes. The two had been friends since Jackie had moved to their street when they were in first grade, but Jackie was a people person, and the older they got, the more peopled Jackie’s life got. Didn’t leave much room for Mina.

She listened for a while, and then let her thoughts wander.

The town of London, Georgia, was on a grid, with the old-fashioned town square in the center. Smack in the middle of the square, the courthouse rose above the other buildings. Constructed of red brick, with white ionic columns lining the front, the courthouse sported a clock tower with a copper dome that had developed a green patina after years of oxidation. The residents jokingly called it the “Tower of London” for the historic castle in London, England. But while the English tower housed the Crown Jewels, the Georgian tower graced the building where citizens of London paid their parking tickets. The only Beefeaters at this Tower of London were the retirees who ate steak and eggs and played checkers at the diner nearby.

Established by a few founding families who had sailed over from its namesake city a couple hundred years ago seeking religious freedom, London leaned into its Anglophile origin. On the corner of the town square sat the Olde Towne Shoppe—and that was “Shoppe” with an E at the end—which sold everything from “Werewolf of London” tees to English breakfast teas.

Rumors abounded about the religion the founding families had needed freedom to practice, and people whispered that the families hadn’t just brought old-world culture and Christianity but also old-world demons. The blood-sucking, fangy ones. Londoners didn’t put any stock in the vampire tales, but they provided great fodder for tourism, much like trolls in Norway and Mothman in Point Pleasant, West Virginia. The Shoppe took tourists on walking tours called “Legends of London: A Bite on the Town,” sharing stories of the macabre and selling fruit punch in pouches designed to look like blood bags from the Red Cross.

Yet there were other stories that floated down from generation to generation—ones that weren’t touted on the tours, about mysterious deaths and other odd happenings in their town. Londoners whispered of people disappearing overnight and secret rooms behind bookshelves where the undead hid their victims. When Mina’s third-grade teacher had passed away suddenly halfway through the year, kids swore weeks later that they’d seen her lurking around the playground at night. Mina knew this was all just folklore but still loved to hear the stories. Maybe because she considered herself a mystery of London.

The girls kept walking through the square and passed Caroline’s yoga studio. Mina could see some students through the big glass windows, and she ducked her head to avoid making eye contact and risk getting pulled into a vinyasa. Past the square, past the church, past the cemetery, the downtown gave way to quaint houses, and they approached Jackie’s, which was kitty-corner from Mina’s. As they got closer, they saw Jackie’s cat, Mephistopheles, sitting in the bay window of her living room. The neighborhood watchcat.

Mina liked Mephy and cats in general, but she would love a dog—one she could cuddle with at night. She could take a dog on walks. A dog would love her mausoleum.

The Seward house was painted a friendly yellow with white trim. Jackie’s mom, Dr. Seward, enjoyed gardening when she wasn’t at her psychiatry office, so the yard overflowed with azaleas and hydrangeas, goldmound spirea, leucothoe, and lemongrass. She grew mint, basil, thyme, and rosemary in pots on their back porch, and sometimes Jackie and Mina would put sprigs of mint in their iced tea and pretend to be fancy.

Jackie looked just like both her parents, the perfect blend between her Indian American mom and Black dad. She was an only child, and the three of them were close in a way that made Mina’s heart ache with longing.

“Is your dad home?” Mina asked. She’d never met her own father and thought Jackie’s dad was cool. Even though it made the hole inside her feel extra cavernous, she loved seeing them joking around together. They were protective of each other in a way that felt sweet. Mina wished she had a bond like that.

Mo Seward’s job as a pilot flying people all over the world seemed pretty great. Jackie got to fly standby for free, and he brought her the little complimentary shampoo and conditioner bottles from all the hotels he stayed in.

“I can’t remember what day he’s getting back this time,” Jackie said. “I hope so. I want to raid the side pockets of his suitcase for more neat free stuff.”

“I may need to borrow some if my mom keeps buying me all-natural shampoo that makes my hair feel like straw,” Mina said, twirling her finger around her split ends.

“I don’t use them, Mina! The bottles are so cute! And they’re from all over the world,” Jackie said. “Wanna know what shampoo from Japan smells like? I have some in my secret stash.”

“Hoarder.” Mina laughed. “What does your dad think about your collection?”

Jackie deepened her voice and did her best impression of her dad. “As long as it’s the tiny shampoo bottles from hotels and not the other kind of tiny bottles from the planes, I’m happy to keep you well-stocked.”

Jackie jiggled the doorknob, but it didn’t budge. Locked up tight. Her dad must be flying, and her mom was still at her office, so Jackie fished out her key and let herself in, calling for her cat. “Mephistopheles! I’m home!”

Mina turned toward her own house and walked up the driveway. The Murray home-sweet-home was a historic two-story Victorian with gingerbread trim along the eaves. White wicker rocking chairs sat on the yawning porch, the perfect spot to enjoy a glass of sweet tea and gossip about the neighbors. The place had all the quirks of an old house, with a red-brick chimney sticking up from the roof and creaky stairs that made it impossible to sneak out without waking the whole family. Not that she had anywhere to sneak to. Mina’s dormer window overlooked the front yard, and sometimes late at night she’d crawl out onto the roof of the porch below and gaze up at the stars.

She looked up now, surprised that her feet had led her home so quickly. Had she remembered to say bye to Jackie? Was she in her own little Mina world? This happened a lot. Her mind revved into overdrive while her body kept up the pretense of normalcy. She opened the screen door one, two, three times, and then walked inside.

Caroline swooped over and enveloped Mina with the smell of frankincense essential oil.

“I bought you new deodorant,” she told her daughter, brandishing a little jar.

“Hi, Mom. How was your day? Mine was fine, et cetera, et cetera,” Mina said, peering at the jar. She grimaced. “Is it that natural stuff?”

“What’s wrong with the natural stuff? That other stuff is chock-full of chemicals that’ll give you dementia and cancer and—”

“Mom—”

“I read an article about the aluminum causing—”

“MOM. I don’t care what the aluminum causes, because the natural pasty stuff is gonna cause destruction to my social life. My pubescent pits need more firepower than whatever your stuff is packing—baby powder and prayer. I’ll back off the napalm once I’m old and—”

“Decrepit?”

“Exactly.”

“Just try it,” Caroline begged, unscrewing the jar.

“Where did you even get this?” Mina leaned forward and sniffed it dubiously.

“Farmers’ market.”

Mina raised her eyebrows. “At the farmers’ market. You bought me deodorant at the farmers’ market next to the guy with the goats.”

“It’s all natural and smells like lemongrass.”

“It smells like some kind of grass. I just don’t wanna get labeled as the girl who smells. There’s no coming back from that.”

“It works! I used it during my heated power yoga class, and it held up.” Caroline lifted her arm and sniffed her pit, then nodded.

Mina made a face. “Yeahhh, no. Thank you, but no. I’m good. I’ll stick with my parabens and toxic waste.”

“Okay, but just take it. Maybe you could use it on the weekends, or those times when you read all day in bed. Give your glands a break, honey. You balked at the oat milk, too—‘How do they milk oats? I don’t want to see that!’ You’ll come around.”

“How about a compromise? I’ll come around on the all-natural deodorant if you come around on the all-natural pet dog? Girl’s best friend?” Mina pressed her palms together in a prayer.

“We’ve talked about this. I don’t have the bandwidth for a dog.”

“I have bandwidth. I love bandwidth. The dog could sleep in my room. You’d never even know it was there.”

Caroline held out the deodorant. “No dog.”

“I dub thee Caroline, Killer of My Hopes and Dreams.” Mina took the pointless jar.

“Good talk.” Caroline kissed her forehead.



As her mom pulled baked potatoes out of the oven, Mina washed her hands at the sink—three pumps of soap, rub thoroughly between every finger and under the nails—and started setting the table. She eyed the knife block on the counter. Bread knife, serrated knife, paring knife, stabby knife…

“Earth to Mina,” Caroline said. “Where’d you go?”

She startled, and then opened the silverware drawer—one, two, three—and grabbed the forks. Where did she go? Where was she always going? She blinked three times before carrying the forks to the table, smiling at her mom on the way. She was fine. Everything was fine.

“Baked potato bar!” Caroline sang. The toppings were arranged all over the counter, and Mina went to claim her potato.

Mina’s eleven-year-old sister, Lizzie, ran into the kitchen breathlessly, her long crochet braids swinging, and snatched a potato off the pan before dropping it on the floor. “Ow, ow, ow!” she screamed.

“Yeah. They’re hot,” Mina said, rolling her eyes.

“Shut up, Mina, how was I supposed to know they were hot? Ow. Ow.” Lizzie blew on her fingers and continued, “Hey, I watched this makeup tutorial on smoky eyes, and I tried to do it. What do you think? It’s bad, right? I know, so bad. Can you help me with the smoky-eye thing sometime maybe this weekend?”

Lizzie turned, and Mina saw that she had one normal eye and one bleary-looking smoky eye. Mina grabbed the potato off the floor with a kitchen towel and plopped it on Lizzie’s plate.

“You look like a Picasso painting,” she said.

“Whatever,” Lizzie retorted. “Would you help?”

Mina wasn’t sure whether to be flattered or insulted that her sister assumed she knew anything about a smoky eye. “Where’d you get the makeup?” she asked.

Lizzie froze, looking guilty.

“You were in my room again, weren’t you?” Mina said.

“Um, yes, but I just borrowed the makeup, which you barely ever use anyway, and I didn’t touch anything else, and I’m sorry. I’m SORRY, okay? I’m so sorrowful, I’m the worst—how could I do this to you, my own sister?” Lizzie pressed the back of her brown hand to her forehead dramatically, her dark brown eyes stretched wide.

Mina and Caroline casually tried to put the toppings on their potatoes without causing an explosion. They carried their plates to the table and sat.

“Wow. That’s dramatic. Don’t go in my room. One of these days you’re going to find something you wish you hadn’t,” Mina said, thinking of her gorier drawings.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Lizzie asked. “Mina. Mina, what’s that supposed to mean? Mina, what do you mean, something I wish I hadn’t found? What do you mean? What do you MEAN?”

Mina stuck her fork in her potato. Ugh. Her sister seemed to get more annoying each year. Her mom could’ve adopted only her, but no, she’d had to go and adopt Lizzie too.

“Lizzie, don’t forget—this Saturday is Waffle Weekend. Get your laundry done so you have something to wear,” Caroline said, breaking Lizzie out of her overreaction.

Mina’s heart gave a tiny bounce. Once a month Lizzie’s first mom and grandma took her for waffles. She tried hard to squelch the jealousy she felt that Lizzie had gotten to know her first mom and her grandma, while all Mina had was a blank space before she was adopted. Whoever had left her was either dead or wanted nothing to do with her.

Mina swallowed the lump in her throat that threatened to turn into tears. No matter how hard she squinted into her past, it stayed blurry. She couldn’t see where she had come from. And there was this dull ache, like a part of her wouldn’t ever be whole. Lizzie knew so much about her first family, the Lavenzas. She saw her first mom regularly. Mina was happy for her, but also jealous, and then she felt bad for being jealous.

Mina raised a forkful of potato to her mouth and started to chew. Ouch! She’d bitten down hard on the inside corner of her mouth. She tasted blood and shoved her napkin against her mouth to stop the bleeding. Her tongue found the spot, and she winced. She’d taken out a good-sized chunk of cheek.

“If I swallow my own flesh, am I still a vegan?” Mina wondered out loud. Well, vegan-ish. She mostly embraced her mom’s lifestyle but occasionally indulged in dairy and marshmallows with Jackie. She was a victim of the deliciousness of butter and hot chocolate. Also, her Doc Martens were leather. But she’d bought them secondhand at a thrift store with babysitting money she’d earned watching Ms. Letitia’s twins. Vegan-ish.

“Chew slower, honey—mindfully,” Caroline chided. “Breeeeathe.”

She used her yoga voice, which was like her regular voice, only slower and more ethereal. Mina hated it.

“Mom. I’m mindful. I’m over-mindful.” Mina rubbed her temples. “My head is loud with too many thoughts.”

Caroline set down her fork and studied Mina. “I think it would do you good to get out of the cemetery and spend more time in positive environments. I’d like you to start working at the yoga studio after school—washing and folding towels, checking people in for classes, mopping the floors. I could use the help, and it would be good for you. Work on your people skills, spend time inhaling lavender instead of, you know, whatever the graveyard smells like. Coffin dust?”

Mina felt the blood drain from her face. Cleaning up after sweaty middle-aged women? Talking to them? What was she thinking? “Mom—”

“I’d pay you. What else do you have to do? Your student council meetings are in the morning once a week, hardly time-consuming, and your afternoons are wide open. You won’t play a sport, audition for a play, or join a club. You’ve had a snarky excuse for everything I’ve suggested thus far. Come work for me.”

“Ooh! Mina! You could be the janitor! Toilet cleaner!” Lizzie hooted.

“We’ll call you assistant manager,” Caroline said. “You need stuff to put on a college application. You’re a sophomore. You have to start being intentional with how you spend your time.”

Mina squeezed her eyes shut. This wasn’t happening. The studio was the last place she wanted to be. She didn’t fit in there. What was wrong with hanging out in the cemetery? Why couldn’t that be a legit activity? Why couldn’t school have a cemetery club that she could put on her application to college?

“Mina. Honey.” Caroline put a hand on Mina’s arm.

Mina’s eyes flew open. “I’m starting a club.”

“Really?” Caroline looked skeptical.

“A cemetery club. I mean, it’s not called that, but yeah. Mom, thanks so much for the offer of employment, really, but I’m actually going to be very busy after school with the new club.”

Caroline folded her arms. “What does the club do?”

Do? What could her imaginary club do that would mean she could keep visiting the cemetery? Mina scrambled. “We’re researching London’s history—hence the cemetery. A lot of interesting people are buried there. Lots of stories.”

“Who’s in the club with you?”

Mina shoved a big bite of potato in her mouth to buy herself time to think, chewing slowly. What was she doing? Too late to back down now. She swallowed. “Well, great question. So far it’s just Jackie and me, but Jackie has a bunch of friends she’s inviting. I’m presenting it to the student council at our next meeting. Colleges love leadership, and I’m club president, so pretty great, right?”

Was her mom buying this? She risked a glance her way.

Caroline nodded, her ponytail bobbing with the motion. “Okay, Mina. It is pretty great. I’m proud of you. What prompted this desire for school involvement?”

Desperation to avoid the sweaty people at the studio. “Um, like you said, I’m a sophomore now and need to think about my time. I want to matter to people, do something important. Why am I even here?” She squeezed her eyes shut to stop the stinging. Why did she feel like crying?

“Like at this table or on earth?” her mom asked.

“You could pass me the salt and pepper,” Lizzie chimed in. “That would matter to me.” She fluttered her long eyelashes and smiled.

Caroline patted Mina’s arm. “You’ll figure it out. You need to learn to trust yourself. How’s the rash?”

Mina grimaced. “Oh, good. Thanks for bringing that up. Crustier?”

“Keep up with the ointment twice a day.”

“Mina is so hawt.” Lizzie gagged and shuddered. Mina threw a piece of potato skin at her sister, and Caroline changed the subject.

“Did you hear what the sirens were for last night?” she asked.

“Yeah, a sinkhole made the road collapse, and some guy got killed,” Mina said. An image from her dream flashed through her head. She tried to hold on to it, but it fluttered away, fading into the subconscious world.

“Sinkhole?!” Lizzie shrieked. “Like, at any moment the road could collapse and suck you into an abyss?”

“I wouldn’t mind some people getting sucked into an abyss,” Mina said, staring at Lizzie.

“Hey! Mom, Mina said she wants the abyss to suck me in—”

“No! I said, you suck,” Mina corrected.

“Mom! Mina said—”

“Girls, hush. And don’t worry. It’s really rare,” Caroline assured Lizzie. “I’ve only heard of it happening a couple other times here, long ago.”

“In the days of yore?” Mina asked. “Covered wagons, butter churning, no internet?”

Caroline sighed, and after a few moments of silence, Lizzie nodded sagely.

“Yore was positivinally tragical,” Lizzie said.



After dinner, Mina slunk upstairs to her room, flopping face down on her bed. What had just happened? She felt relieved to get out of working at the yoga studio. Picking up someone’s sweaty towel with her fingers? Nope, no, she’d have to cut off her hands.

Stab!

She balled her hands into fists. Great. Another reason to avoid knives.

But now Mina needed to figure out what to say at the next student council meeting so they’d make her club official—the kind of club her mom would support, that Mina could put on college applications. And she’d have to inform Jackie that she was now in a history club. You’re welcome, Jackie!

At least that meant more time with Jackie. Maybe creating this club could accomplish two things at once. Mina wouldn’t have to work at the yoga studio, and she and Jackie could connect more.

Maybe the club could bring them back together. Mina couldn’t lose Jackie. Not just because she was Mina’s only friend, but because no one understood and accepted Mina like Jackie. Mina liked to think that they needed each other. Mina definitely needed Jackie’s optimism and fun-loving personality to balance out her own… her own what? Overly intense melancholy?

What did Jackie get out of this friendship? Mina worried her bottom lip. History. They had history, at least.

She rolled over and stared up at the ceiling. History with each other and history club, a school-sanctioned club for learning about London that somehow involved her getting to keep hanging out in the cemetery without worrying her mother.

Mina pulled out her sketchbook and opened it to a fresh page. She tapped her pencil against her face, thinking. What would she need to do to get this thing off the ground? Or under it? Ha, cemetery joke. In no particular order, Mina wrote: Tell Jackie, visit the library to look for historical stuff, interview old people? She paused her scrawling and hovered the pencil over the page. Should she include the vampire lore? Sure, why not. It was part of the history of London and made the town what it was. She wrote it down.

At the bottom of the page, she ended with: Name of club?

Blank. Her mind was drawing a blank. She kept thinking, doodling pictures of cartoon vampires around her list. Mina checked the time and realized she still had a couple hours before the library closed. Might as well get started on turning her fake club into reality.

She had books to return anyway. Grabbing her library tote, she told her mom where she was going and headed down the street.






III

MINA CUT THROUGH THE CEMETERY, and as she passed the church, she saw the rector locking up and waved. She had pretty much grown up in that church. Reverend Abby had been the rector since before Mina was born, and people really loved and respected her. Also, she usually kept her sermons short, which was possibly her very best quality. She got the high schoolers to sort clothing and toiletry donations for foster kids, kept the food pantry for families in need fully stocked, and had even assisted with Mina’s own adoption when she was a baby. She’d held Mina in her arms before Caroline did.

As Mina neared the library, she saw yellow police tape blocking off a large space, with orange cones every few feet. That must be where the sinkhole had happened!

An officer stood watch, making sure no one got too close to the hole. It seemed like the area had been overrun with onlookers and media, but by now the commotion had died down, and a news van from Atlanta was packing up to head back to the city. There were only a couple people hanging around: the police officer and a middle-aged woman in a green sweater.

Mina got as close as she could without crossing the tape. Then she inched closer, activating the police officer, who eyed her sternly. She backed away a touch but peered into the hole. All she could see was rubble and chunks of red clay, with pieces of road broken around the edge. Some guy had been in a car, driving along, and this hole opened up around him. Boom. Dead. Had he been crushed by the chunks of asphalt and cement and dirt, or had a piece severed an artery? Or maybe he’d suffocated underground without oxygen? Mina wrapped her arms around herself. That would be a horrible way to die.

Sinking down, down, down. Her nightmare tugged at the edges of her memory, and then it was gone.

Mina continued toward the library, which was a couple blocks off the square, in an old brick building with a huge magnolia tree in the front. Someone had wheeled out a metal cart, stuffed with books for sale for fifty cents each.

Mina hurried past and went straight to the history section. Her eyes scanned the titles. She wasn’t sure what she was looking for—something on London. Local history. Anything to show her mom that her made-up club was real. Or going to be real. Her neck cramped as she tilted her head to read the spines, sliding a book out here and there and then putting it back.

“Take a look at this one,” the librarian said, holding out a book.

Mina startled, nearly bumping into the woman. Not the librarian, she realized, recognizing the middle-aged woman in the green sweater from outside near the sinkhole. Her face was pale, her eyes so sunken they looked bruised. A combination odor of sweat, dirt, and something metallic assaulted Mina’s nose. Mina’s eyes took in the old book the woman offered and then noticed a dark stain spreading through the green sweater. Was that blood? Was she okay?

As the woman continued holding out the book, Mina resisted gagging. What if this stranger’s blood was on the book? “No thank you,” she stammered, holding out her hands and backing away.

“Does it hurt?” The woman gestured to the rash on Mina’s wrist.

Great. The rash was so noticeable that random strangers were commenting on it. Mina cringed and pulled her sleeve down. She shook her head, taking another step backward, and then hesitated. This woman didn’t seem threatening. She seemed exhausted and like she needed help.

Other words for “exhausted”: worn, drained, frayed, tuckered, tired, fatigued, weary.

“Are you hurt? Want me to find help?” Mina said, looking around for the librarian or anyone more qualified than her to assist this person.

“It’s too late,” the woman said, thrusting the book at Mina. “Take this.”

No way. Not without rubber gloves and a hazmat suit. “I-I’m sorry, but no thank you.” Mina shook her head and took another step backward, banging into a library cart and dropping her bag. Books cascaded off the cart. Mina cursed under her breath and tried to collect the books, piling them back on the cart, but then the woman bent over in a coughing fit. Blood sprayed the books.

Mina grabbed her bag, ran to the front desk, and dinged the little bell until the librarian strode over. “Blood! There’s blood!”

When the librarian turned in the direction she pointed, Mina sprinted out of there.



By the time Mina got home, it was almost dark. Grabbing the cramp in her side from running, she dumped her library tote in the corner of her room with a thunk. In the chaos of Ebola or whatever that was, she had forgotten to return her library books. She rested her hands on her knees and panted for breath.

Caroline tapped on the door and peeked her head in. “Are you okay?”

Mina didn’t want to worry her or delay her much-needed shower, so she nodded, blowing out a breath and standing up. “Yep, fine. Added a little cardio routine to my historical research.”

Caroline raised her eyebrows and then nodded. “Nice.”

Mina scoured herself in the hottest shower she could stand and then got ready for bed, peeling her contacts off her eyeballs, brushing her teeth, and applying the ointment to her wrist. Back in her room, she pushed on her glasses, shoved a pile of books out of the way, and snuggled onto the dormer window seat, her reading nook and favorite spot in the house. The white trim of the windowsill was stained from all the drippy mugs of tea and coffee she’d set there.

She could see Jackie’s house diagonally across from hers. Her friend’s light was on. Mina pulled open her backpack and got to work on a page of geometry problems, trying to ignore the images of the green-sweater lady in her mind and the blood spraying the books.



Scritch, scritch. Mina woke. What time was it? She checked her phone. One o’clock in the morning.

Scritch, scritch, scritch. Where was that scratching sound coming from? It sounded like it was coming from inside her head. Her heart dropped into her guts.

Probably a tree branch on her window. Except she didn’t have a tree near her window.

What if those pine beetles that looked like gigantic cockroaches were skittering up the house into her room to crawl across her face while she slept?

Every molecule in her body begged her to stay in her cozy bed and pray that whatever was making the noise would go away. She tried to listen to her body and lie there.

This was fine. She could just ignore it.

Scritch.

Nope—no matter what her body wanted, she had to find the source of the noise or her brain would keep coming up with worse and worse ideas of what it could be.

She put on her glasses, got out of bed, and peered into the dark. Mina shrugged the creepy feeling off her shoulders and tiptoed over to her dormer window, kneeling on the cushion. She winced as her knee pressed into the pile of books cluttering the seat.

Mina’s room was messy. Most people thought having OCD meant that you were super neat, but that actually had nothing to do with it. If she had a disorder that made her room permanently clean, that would be awesome. Instead she spent her days performing exhausting compulsions because of her intrusive thoughts, which were also less about organization and more about losing control and stabbing a bunch of people.

Feeling around with her fingers, she lifted the books off the seat and set them on the floor, careful to keep the old floorboards from creaking. She looked through the window to see what was making the noise but couldn’t see anything. Holding her breath, she eased the window up with her fingers and stuck her head out. The muggy air clung to her. The humidity wasn’t any better at night, though the temperature was lower.

The sound of roaring crickets filled the air. They made a chirping sound that pulsed from two directions, like the crickets were answering one another.

Chirp, CHIIIRRRRP!

Chirp, CHIIIRRRRP!

She crawled out onto the roof of the porch and perched, her eyes sweeping back and forth for any scritchy-scratchy thing. A mosquito buzzed by her ear, and she swatted it away.

Scritch.

Her heart pounded. The rustling was coming from the backyard. Scritch, scritch.

Mina scrambled back inside and lowered the window. She shoved her feet in her slippers and crept down the stairs, avoiding the creaky spots. The kitchen was dark, the light from the streetlight outside glinting off the knives sticking out of the knife block. She could protect herself from the scritch-scratch monster with the knives.

Stab!

She pictured snatching a knife and creeping upstairs into the bedrooms and—

OCD, please, not now. Mina clenched her hands into fists one, two, three times, pressing her fingernails into the flesh of her palms. She blinked one, two, three. She breathed one, two, three. A sob caught in her throat, and she slid onto the floor.

Her therapist had explained that the intrusive thoughts she experienced were part of her OCD, and while they were scary, they didn’t mean she was really going to Michael Myers her whole family. They were just thoughts—thoughts that she didn’t even want. Her therapist insisted that people with OCD were not in danger of actually performing their obsessions and were in fact horrified by them, so she didn’t need to chain herself in the basement like a werewolf during a full moon.

But the knife block scared her. No, she scared herself. She didn’t want to, but what if? The fear of “what if” ruled her life. What if she snapped and slaughtered everyone? What if she lost control?

Scritch, scritch. She heard it again.

She scrambled to her feet, dumped the fruit out of the fruit bowl, put the knife block in the bowl without touching the knives, and took off into the backyard.

“Where are you?! What are you?” she whisper-yelled into the darkness.

What if there was a monster coming to murder them all in their beds, and because she’d heard the noise, she had to stop it, and if she didn’t, it’d be all her fault?

Alone in the dark in her pajamas, she suddenly felt ridiculous. What was her plan? She didn’t want to touch the knives and accidentally-on-purpose stab herself through the eyes and/or slaughter her mom and sister, so was she going to hurl the bowl with the knife block in it at the scritch-scratch monster? Maybe?

She couldn’t back down now.

She could no longer hear the scritching. She could hear nothing over her heart attempting to blow through her rib cage. She whirled around in a circle, but then she forced herself to slow her breathing and calm her heartbeat. She listened for the scratching.

Going to the little shed that housed their lawn tools and the mower, she grabbed a shovel in her free hand and held it out like a weapon. She’d bludgeon the monster to death.

She listened again. All she heard were the chirping crickets and the beat of her own heart pounding in her ears. No scritching. No whispers. She returned her attention to the knives and realized that in one hand she held a bowlful of knives, and in the other a shovel.

She definitely looked like she was about to murder someone.

Blink, blink, blink. Sniff, sniff, sniff.

She had to get rid of these knives.

In the far corner of the yard under a bush, she dug a hole. It took her longer than she thought, the packed Georgia red clay under the pine straw resisting the push of the shovel. Panting, she wiped the sweat out of her eyes, and then froze when she saw two orbs shining in the dark. Eyes, watching her.
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