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Foreword


I love scary stories.

Always did. I think it started when I was a toddler and my mother read me the Dr. Seuss story What Was I Scared Of? I moved on to reading ghost stories like The Children of Green Knowe by L. M. Boston and Shirley Jackson’s The Haunting of Hill House. Most Saturdays my friend Frank and I would go to the horror matinee at the local theater where they showed bizarre fright films from Italy and England and Eastern Europe and who knew where else? I had nightmares for years after seeing a film called Black Sabbath . (In hindsight I wished I had skipped that one.) I don’t think I’ve seen any of those films since, but they definitely left an impression.

Once I started writing for young people, my natural inclination steered me toward telling tales of the supernatural. For years I made a TV show called Are You Afraid of the Dark? Between the ninety-one episodes of that show and the spinoff books and games and short stories, I think I’ve explored just about every scary convention that exists … and some that I made up.

When I try to figure out what it is about supernatural stories that intrigues me, I don’t think it’s for the obvious reasons. Sure, I think it’s cool when your palms start sweating because you don’t know what might be lurking around the corner, and it’s a rush when something unexpectedly jumps out at you, but that’s only part of it. I think the great thing about supernatural stories is that they are so full of possibility. As a storyteller, you aren’t restricted by the laws of nature. Anything can happen. Being somebody who likes to put twists into my stories, having a bottomless toolbox of surprises to dig into is a wonderful thing. The only limit is your own imagination. How great is that?

But the other aspect of spooky tales I like is that, like any good story, it’s really about the characters. Whatever the boogeyman happens to be, the story is really about characters the reader can relate to as they try to understand why they are being tormented by supernatural doings. Since all stories are about dealing with conflict, it’s a lot of fun putting characters into situations where the conflict is something you don’t normally encounter in real life (at least I don’t, anyway).

That brings us to Morpheus Road: The Light . It’s going to be a trilogy, but I don’t want to reveal where the next two Morpheus Road books will take us. That’s all part of the mystery of what is about to happen to Marshall Seaver. You’ll learn right along with him. For those of you who have read my Pendragon series, you know that I like to take you on a journey that is always surprising. Just when you think you know where you’re going, you don’t. Sometimes you’ll guess right, other times not, and when you hit the end, it isn’t.

Yeah, you’ll find all that stuff here.

Though the story is different, I’m fortunate that my cast of supporting players continues to remain the same, and I’d like to acknowledge them.

I am very grateful to all my good friends at Simon & Schuster Children’s Publishing for giving me the opportunity to explore stories that don’t involve Bobby Pendragon. They’ve put their faith in me with not only Morpheus Road, but two other new book series, and for that I am very thankful.

Liesa Abrams was the final editor on the Pendragon series, and I’m thrilled that she has stayed with me for this new adventure. Her insight and guidance has proved invaluable in shaping Marsh’s story. (And she even introduced me to the Goon graphic novels. Thanks, Liesa.)

Richard Curtis has forgotten more about the publishing business than I’ll ever know, and I am grateful to him for his sage guidance during every step of the process. And he’s a terrific guy … for a Mets fan.

Peter Nelson and Mark Wetzstein continue to have my back on all things contractual. One of these days I may actually read one of those contracts. (Doubt it.)

The girls I call “my two blondes” make this all worthwhile. My wife, Evangeline, continues to be the first reader of every word that I write and always keeps me honest. My daughter, Keaton, continues to amaze and inspire me with her imagination. She is almost old enough to be reading my books, though I think I’ll hold off on letting her read Morpheus Road for a while. I don’t want her having a Black Sabbath incident. Thanks, ladies, I love you both.

Finally, to all of you Pendragon readers who have decided to give this new story a shot, I thank you and hope you enjoy it. If not for you, this book would not exist. Hobey ho to you all.

When I finished making Are You Afraid of the Dark? I took a long break from writing about the supernatural. I hung out with castaways on a tropical island for Flight 29 Down and traveled across time and space to create massive battles for Pendragon. When I decided to take a trip back into the supernatural world and started to write The Light, I had some doubts. I felt a little bit like a gunslinger who had hung up his shootin’ irons for a long time. I had to dust them off, strap them on, and hope that I still knew how to shoot.

The answer came quickly. The guns were loaded and shot true. I knew it as soon as the bodies started falling. And as everybody knows, you can’t have ghosts without bodies.

It was good to be back in the saddle.

I love scary stories.

See you in Trouble Town.

—D. J. MacHale



Prologue


I believe in ghosts.

Simple as that. I believe in ghosts.

Maybe that doesn’t come across as very dramatic. After all, lots of people believe in ghosts. You always hear stories about some guy who felt a “presence” or glimpsed a fleeting, unexplainable phenomenon. There are mediums who claim they can make contact with the great beyond and receive messages to let the living know that all is well. Or not. Then there are those people who operate on a more philosophical level … the spiritual types who believe that the energy of the human soul is so powerful, it must continue on after death to some other plane of existence. Of course, there are millions of people who love getting scared by ghost stories. They may not believe, but they sure have fun pretending.

I’m not like any of those people. At least not anymore. A little over a week ago you could have put me in the category of somebody who didn’t necessarily believe in anything supernatural, though I did like horror movies. But that was then. Before last week. A week is like … nothing. How many particular weeks can anybody really remember? A week can fly by like any other. Or it can change your life. You tend to remember those weeks.

I remember last week.

It was the week the haunting began.

Or maybe I should call it the hunting because that’s what it was. I was being hunted. And haunted. It wasn’t a good week.

My name is Marshall Seaver. People call me Marsh. I live in a small town in Connecticut called Stony Brook. It’s a suburb of New York City where moms drive oversize silver trucks to Starbucks and most kids play soccer whether they want to or not. It’s the kind of place where kids are trained from birth to compete. In everything. School, sports, friendships, clothes … you know, everything. I’m not sure what the point is other than to win bragging rights. Luckily, my parents didn’t buy into that program. They said I should set my own priorities. I liked that. Though it puts pressure on me to figure out what those priorities are.

I guess you’d call us middle class. We’ve only got one car and it’s almost as old as I am. I can’t believe it’s still running, because we drove it into the ground. My parents liked to travel. That was one of their priorities. Whenever they had two days off, we’d hit the road, headed for some national monument or backwater town that served awesome gumbo or had historical significance or maybe just sounded different. I complained a lot about how boring it was, but to be honest, I didn’t hate it. Bumping around in the back of a car wasn’t great, but the adventure of it all made it worthwhile. It’s kind of cool to see things for real instead of on TV. I miss those trips.

Other than that, my life is pretty usual. Unlike a lot of people in this town, I’ve never been inside a country club. Most of my clothes come from Target. I ride my bike to school. We don’t live in a monster-size house, but it’s plenty big enough for the three of us.

That is, when there were still three of us.

Things have changed. Not that long ago I thought I had a pretty good handle on what normal was. I was wrong. Nothing about my life is normal anymore. The events that unfolded over the last week weren’t just about me, either. Many lives were touched and not all for the better. As I look back, I can’t help but wonder what might have happened if different decisions had been made. Different paths taken. So many innocent choices added to a butterfly effect that fed the nightmare. Or created it. I guess it goes without saying that I’m still alive. Not everyone was so lucky. That’s the harsh thing about ghost stories. Somebody has to die. No death, no ghost. I survived the week and that gives me a feeling of guilt I’ll carry forever. Or at least for as long as I live. I hope that’s a good long time, but there are no guarantees because this story isn’t done.

The hunt is still on.

My story may sound like a fantasy, and maybe some of it is. But many things happened over that week that can’t be ignored or explained away as having sprung from an overly imaginative mind. People died. Lives were changed. That was no dream. After what I saw and experienced, there’s one other bit of reality I have to accept.

I believe in ghosts.

After you hear my story, I think you will too.
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Cooper Foley was in trouble. Again.

“What were you thinking?” I screamed at him. “Counterfeit tickets? Really?”

“Easy, Ralph,” Coop replied calmly. “I didn’t know they were bogus.”

Cooper always called me Ralph.

“Even so,” I argued. “It’s illegal to scalp real tickets.”

“No, it’s not,” he corrected. “Not if you sell them at face value.”

“Did you sell them at face value?”

He smiled. “No.”

I wanted to smack him.

Cooper and I were making the long walk to school on the last day of the year before summer vacation. He was my best friend. Okay, my only friend. My only good friend, anyway. I think the main reason we got along so well was because we were completely different. I worry. Cooper doesn’t. I think things through. Cooper doesn’t. I freeze in social situations. Cooper doesn’t. I hate playing sports. Cooper doesn’t. I worry about what people think of me. Cooper doesn’t.

I think we stayed friends because there was never any competition between us. We had plenty of fights over the years, but they always ended up in a wrestling match that lasted about eight seconds. No punches were ever thrown in anger. As we walked along on that hot June day, I was ready to plot out all the exciting adventures we’d be sharing that summer. Instead I found out that Cooper was in trouble. Again.

“What’s going to happen?” I asked.

Cooper shrugged as if he didn’t really care. “Nothing. I got spanked, that’s all. Nobody thinks I printed out a bunch of phony Yankees tickets. And for the record, I didn’t.”

“Then who did?”

He gave me a sly smile. “Can’t tell you that, Ralph. I’d have to kill you.”

Coop was changing … and not for the better. Though he was always a wild guy, he never got into serious trouble. With him it was about being a goof in class or skateboarding without a helmet. The thing was, he always made the teachers laugh and didn’t need a helmet because he never crashed. Ever. Once when we were around ten, we snuck into the private stable of some uber-rich Wall Street guy. I was so scared, I wanted to puke. In fact, I did. All over my pants. Not Coop. He hopped on the back of a prize thoroughbred and rode it, bareback, out of the stable and across the huge lawn, shouting, “Yippiekiyay!” He didn’t get in trouble, either. I, on the other hand, caught hell for ruining my pants. Cooper lived a charmed life. He never puked on his pants.

That is, until we got to high school. That’s when he started pushing things. He got into fights. Real fights. He’d skip school. His parents started coming down on him for his grades, which made it pretty tense around the Foley house. They grounded him … he snuck out. We’d go for weeks without seeing each other because he started hanging around with some older guys. They smelled like bad news, so I didn’t go anywhere near them. I’d bet anything they had something to do with the counterfeit tickets Coop was busted for selling.

None of this was like Coop. At least not the Coop I knew. Yeah, he liked to have fun and push some limits, but he wasn’t a bad guy. Or maybe I was just naive.

“It’s okay, Ralph,” he assured me. “It was dumb. I get it. I’m not going there again.”

I’d heard that promise before.

“C’mon!” he said. “Tomorrow the gun goes off on summer. What’s the plan? I know you’ve got a plan.”

My mood changed instantly. Coop had that ability. When he got psyched up about something, he brought everyone else right along with him. He was right. I had a plan. I’d been looking forward to this summer for months.

“It’s gonna be great,” I said with excitement. “The rocket kits finally came in. We can set up shop and build ’em at my house … wait’ll you see the new plasma Dad got from work … hello, Yankees in high def … then we can head up to the reservoir and camp for a couple of days and launch ’em.”

Cooper gave me a blank stare. “Okay,” he said with absolutely no enthusiasm.

Undaunted, I pressed on. “Oh! And the Jansens said I could take their Hobie Cat out whenever I wanted. I’m thinking we can race the ferry out to Captain’s Island like we did last summer. Remember that?”

Cooper barely reacted. No, I take that back. Each time I mentioned something I thought was cool, he winced like I was nailing him with poison darts.

“What?” I asked, confused. “Doesn’t that sound great?”

“Uhh … yeah,” he muttered awkwardly. “But I was kinda thinking more like we should hang out at the beach.”

“No problem,” I said. “We’ll do that, too.”

“A lot?” he asked.

“Yeah, sure, if you want. But there’s so much more we can do.”

Coop gave me a sly smile. “Not that involves girls in bikinis.”

Couldn’t argue with that.

He added, “I’m thinking the beach at the Point will be our base of operations. Or maybe our entire operation. Why not? We’ve only got a couple of months.”

“But … really? That’s all you want to do? Hang out at the beach?”

“No! I’m all for the rocket thing,” he exclaimed. “Let’s get that on the schedule for, oh … sometime in late August.”

“You’re killing me,” I said.

I was disappointed in Coop. He hated being bored and so did I. He was always looking for different things to do and coming up with new adventures that kept us moving. That was his job. Trolling for girls at the beach was okay by me, but I didn’t want it to be our sole focus. Besides, the girls I liked had more interesting things to do than spend every waking moment sitting around at the beach comparing tans.

“Aw, c’mon, Ralph!” Coop said. “What’s better than sitting on a blanket in the warm sand next to three or four or eight girls wearing little more than underwear?”

“And talking about … what? Reality TV? Perez Hilton?”

“Okay, now you’re killing me !” he said. “Who cares what we talk about?”

I guess I did. Unfortunately. Truth was, I needed help in the girl department. Whenever I was around somebody I liked, I got self-conscious. I’m not sure why, either. I think I’m okay-looking and wasn’t hit too hard by the acne stick. I’ve got blond hair and brown eyes, which I’ve heard more than once is a pretty good combination. I think part of my trouble is that I get nervous and start talking too much about things I’m interested in, and most girls don’t care about graphic novels or wartime history. At least not the ones I’ve met. Coop may have had high hopes for a stellar summer at the beach, but I couldn’t see myself starting up a casual conversation about the Battle of Bull Run with a bunch of near-naked girls. They’d crucify me.

Besides, I liked building rockets.

“C’mon, Ralph!” Cooper said. “What’s wrong with messing around a little? That’s what summer’s for. It’s in the rule book.”

“There’s nothing wrong with it,” I shot back. “But there’s other stuff too. You always liked doing stupid stuff like building rockets.”

“I liked Power Rangers too … when I was six.” He put his arm around my shoulder and said, “We are looking at what could be the most awesome summer of our lives, and all we have to do is … uh-oh.”

He spotted something over my shoulder.

“Trouble Town,” he whispered.

The courtyard in front of school was packed, but the crowd parted magically to reveal a stunning girl walking toward us. She had long, shiny black hair that fell to her shoulders and dark skin that was the product of an early season tan. Judging from her short shorts, she didn’t mind showing off her long legs. She was hot, and she knew it. Her dark eyes were focused on Coop. My mouth went dry. Something was about to happen. She walked right up to us, locked eyes with Cooper, and snarled a simple, succinct, and venomous “Idiot,” then blew past us without breaking stride.

“I love you too, Agnes,” Coop called to her.

Whenever Cooper gave a girl a hard time, he called her Agnes. With guys it was Richard. In this case the Agnes was Sydney Foley. Cooper’s older sister. She and Coop didn’t like each other much, which was too bad because I wouldn’t have minded hanging out with her. I didn’t have the same trouble making conversation with her like I did with other girls. That’s because when I was with her, I couldn’t speak at all. Seriously. My tongue would swell up and my throat would close. I guess you would call her intimidating. She and Coop had the same dark hair and blue eyes, but that’s where the similarity ended. The girl was cold. I mean icy. She was a year ahead of us in school and light-years ahead academically. I think she’ll have a shot at class valedictorian. She always had a boyfriend but never anyone for long. I guess she got bored easily. Sydney Foley was definitely out of my league … if I were to be in a league. Still, I would have welcomed the chance to hang out with her a little, and if it just so happened to be on one of those days that Coop made me go to the beach and she just so happened to be there in a bikini, maybe I’d have to think twice about being so critical of Coop’s summer plans.

“I guess she found out about the scalping thing,” I said weakly.

“Yeah. Dinner tonight’s gonna be a real party,” he lamented. “I’ll get lectured by my parents about straightening up and being responsible while she stares through me with those undead vampire eyes. Yeesh.”

I didn’t think Sydney’s eyes looked undead at all, but I could see where getting stared at would be unnerving. But that’s just a guess. Sydney barely knew I existed.

Coop shrugged it off and broke out a big, winning smile. “But it’s cool. Tonight I pay the price and tomorrow … summer!”

He gave me a double okay sign. That was his way of saying not to worry and that it’s all good.

“You know what?” he added. “I say we load up on frozen pizzas, head to your house, and build us some rockets.”

I had to smile. “You’re a piece of work, you know that?”

He gave me a friendly shove and said, “Absolutely. It’s all part of the Foley mystique.”

Coop had done it again … he made things right. As we strode into school, I had new hope that the vacation might turn out to be decent after all, especially if I got the old Coop back.

The last day of school was pretty much a blow-off. You’re supposed to go to classes, but exams are over and teachers don’t care what you do. Most everybody hangs out and gets their yearbooks signed with “See you this summer!”—which seems like a lame thing to write, but who am I to judge? I didn’t buy a yearbook, so I headed right for the art department. That’s where I hung out when I wasn’t in class. The art rooms were a refuge for those who didn’t fit into a particular clique … which I guess meant we were our own clique. But since we didn’t run with each other outside of school, it was a limited social circle.

The art department wasn’t just a hideout. I liked to draw. I’m pretty good, too. Whatever talent I have I got from my mom. There were a bunch of sketches in my cubby that I’d been procrastinating about bringing home because my bedroom was already a mess of paper and half-finished drawings. Bringing home more would probably make Dad’s head explode, but I couldn’t leave anything at school over the summer, so it was time to clear out.

I’d been working on an idea that was slow to form. I wanted to create my own superhero graphic novel. That sounds fairly cool and a no-brainer except for one thing . . . it’s a no-brainer. Meaning: Superheroes have been done to death. Pretty much every superpower has already been explored. Besides, I didn’t like the whole tights-and-cape thing. For a while I monkeyed around with a character I considered to be the “true” Superman. My theory was that if Superman was powerful because he came from a planet with heavier gravity than Earth, then why the heck did he have huge muscles if he never had to strain to do anything? In reality he should look like a skinny wimp. But creating a superhero that looked like limp lettuce didn’t seem promising, so I scrapped it.

What popped out of my head instead was something I hadn’t planned on or set out to do. I kept coming back to a character I called “Gravedigger.” He wasn’t a superhero at all. In fact, he looked more like a super villain . He was more or less a skeleton with a thin covering of powder white skin. His fingers were abnormally long and spiderlike. His eyes were hollow. He wore a dark cloak and a broad-brimmed black hat. Very creepy. I hadn’t even come up with any stories about him. I simply sketched him in various settings . . . skulking through an ancient graveyard, lurking through the ruins of an old church, cowering around dark alleys. (I’m good at depicting skulk, lurk, and cower.) His signature weapon was a sharp, lethal-looking, double-edged pick like you use to crack rocks in a mine. Or gouge out the earth to dig a grave.

Whenever I tried to draw something else and use a bright color like blue or red, my hand automatically went back to the blacks and grays. I don’t want to say that Gravedigger was drawing himself, but the ideas came easily and I sketched hundreds of incarnations of the guy. I didn’t even know what the point was. Who was he? Was he evil? Was he the living dead? Did he need to eat a potato and get a little sun? I didn’t know. Gravedigger pretty much represented all the work I had done that year and it was time to move him home, so I began the long process of stacking the pages.

“You are obsessed with death,” came a soft, flat voice over my shoulder.

I turned quickly to see Tyler Frano, a student teacher in the art department. The guy was shorter than me by at least a foot … not quite Munchkin-like but in that ballpark. He always dressed in black because he said it hid the streaks of sketching charcoal that got on his clothes. I think it was more because he was an art poser and wearing black made him look the part. He had no personality that I could sense and always spoke in a dull monotone. He was creepy but harmless. I think.

“I’m not obsessed with death,” I said defensively. “I’m developing a character.”

“It’s all you ever draw,” he countered. “That’s bordering on obsession.”

“Well, maybe, yeah, but … it has nothing to do with death.”

Frano gave me a skeptical look. “Or perhaps you have no significant life experiences to draw upon for inspiration.”

The guy was starting to piss me off. “No, I have choices,” I said. “I just choose to develop this character.”

“Good luck with that,” he said with a superior sneer and walked off to do whatever student teachers do on the last day of school.

The guy was all wrong. I had plenty of inspiration. And I wasn’t obsessed with death. I glanced through a few of the Gravedigger sketches, trying to imagine what Frano saw in them. Okay, my character looked skeletal. Okay, he hung around cemeteries. Okay, I called him Gravedigger. Okay, he was all that I drew. So what? Did that constitute an obsession with death?

I quickly jammed the sketches into a portfolio, zipped it up, and got out of there. I was sick of hanging around the art department. Vacation couldn’t come fast enough.

At 2:05 it did. Summer. I love the feeling of stepping out of school on the last day of the year, because the next day of school was as far away as it could get. I think I was especially psyched about this summer because it held so much possibility. I even had some money to spend. I had been lucky enough to land a part-time job with a small company that made trophies and awards. In a town like Stony Brook, where so many kids went to sports camp, there was a huge need for all sorts of trophies. It wasn’t exactly exciting work, but building and engraving the awards made me feel like I was using my artistic talent in some small way. Better still, I could work as much as I wanted because the regular engraver had quit. He was a kid a few years older than me named Mark Dimond. Since Mark left, there was plenty of work for me. I planned on putting in at least a few hours a day to keep the cash flowing. Thank you, Mark.

So the summer was shaping up nicely. I had money coming in from a job that didn’t suck, lots of projects to work on, and truth be told, I wasn’t going to mind putting in a little time at the beach. I figured that as long as Cooper kept his promise and didn’t do anything else that was dumb or criminal, the two of us were set for a summer to remember.
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Later that same day I rode my bike over to Cooper’s house to begin the festivities. As I approached, I saw that Sydney’s boyfriend, Mikey Russo, was sitting on the porch steps. Mikey was an idiot. There’s no better word to describe him. He was a big guy who the girls loved because of his looks, but as soon as he opened his mouth, it was clear that he cowered at the sight of fire. He was going to be a senior, but I had no idea how he kept passing. My guess was that he threatened to injure any teacher who didn’t give him at least a D. What made even less sense was that Sydney, who was a brain, hung out with him. It had to have been a physical thing because I doubted they had much to talk about. It was a doomed relationship, just like all of Sydney’s relationships.

Mikey sat on the top stair, looking at the ground, probably thinking deep thoughts … like planning the number of squats he’d be doing later at the gym. I dropped my bike and started up the stairs while doing my best to look invisible. I didn’t get far. Mikey held his hand out to stop me.

“No,” he commanded.

“No what?”

“Nobody goes inside until Sydney’s done.”

“Done doing what?”

“Done telling your weasel pal how it’s gonna be,” he growled.

This was the most Mikey and I had spoken in, well, ever. I was one of those wallpaper guys who never entered his sphere of consciousness, which was fine by me. The most interaction we ever had was when I had to leap out of his way or get bulldozed. I was less than nothing to him, and I was stuck.

“Marsh!” came the voice of my savior, Mrs. Foley. She pushed open the screen door and leaned out. “Would you please talk to Cooper?”

Mikey quickly jumped to his feet and faced her. With an impossibly polite voice he said, “You’re right, Mrs. Foley. I was just saying the same thing. Cooper needs a good talking-to.”

Weasel. Mikey turned his back to Mrs. Foley and gave me a look that was so intense, it made my forehead burn. “Tell Cooper to be smart and do what he’s told.” His voice was polite, but his glare was scary.

Mrs. Foley held the screen door open for me. “Thank you, Mikey, we’ll handle this,” she said as if he were two years old, which he was. At least mentally. It must have made her sick to think Sydney was hanging around with that goon.

When I passed Mikey, he whispered something quietly so that Mrs. Foley couldn’t hear.

“Tell him I’ll hurt him,” he snarled.

The madness in his eyes told me it wasn’t an idle threat. I leaped up the stairs, two at a time, because I didn’t like having my back turned on the guy. Mrs. Foley was waiting for me inside.

“What’s going on, Mrs. F.?” I asked.

“Cooper is being Cooper,” she said, exasperated. “Would you please get him to see reason?”

It wasn’t an unusual request. I’d heard it a lot lately.

“What’s he being unreasonable about?” I asked.

She took a tired breath and said, “I’m sure you know about the tickets.”

I nodded.

“Such a mess. We decided to take Cooper out of the situation for a while and get him away from, you know, influences .” She whispered the word “influences” like it was a four-letter word that should never be spoken aloud.

“How are you going to do that?” I asked.

“We want to take him up to the cottage for the summer.”

The Foleys had a great house on Thistledown Lake, a few hours north of Stony Brook. It was the kind of place where you could swim and canoe and hike and water-ski and just hang out. I had visited the Foleys up there a couple of times and had a blast.

“Are you talking about the whole summer?” I asked.

“Absolutely. He needs to clear his head and that won’t happen down here. Not with all that’s going on.”

It was a good idea … that I totally hated. If Coop took off, the stellar summer I was planning would turn into a two-month bore. I wanted things to cool off for him but not at the expense of summer. Before I could try and talk her out of the idea, I heard an angry shout come from upstairs.

“Why?” came the anguished cry. “Why is it always about you?”

Sydney. I looked to Mrs. Foley. She gave me an embarrassed shrug. From the bottom of the stairs I looked up to see Coop’s sister on her way down.

“Get over yourself for once and just go!” she barked over her shoulder.

The first thing I saw were her legs. They didn’t stop moving. I pressed my back against the wall as she blew past me. I don’t think she even knew I was there. Her eyes were straight ahead, her body language tense.

“What did he say?” Mrs. Foley asked sheepishly.

“Who cares?” Sydney spat back. She hit the bottom of the stairs and didn’t break stride as she pushed open the screen door to make a dramatic exit.

Mrs. Foley gave me a helpless look.

“I’ll talk to him,” I said, and ran up the stairs.

I found Cooper lying on his back on the floor of his bedroom, tossing a football into the air.

“What the heck?” I asked.

“Can you believe it? They want me to get out of town like some mob guy who has to lay low until the heat dies down.”

Coop was genuinely angry. That didn’t happen very often.

“Maybe you could just go for a week or two,” I offered.

“No. They’re talking the whole summer.”

My stomach sank.

“That lake is death, Ralph,” he added. “What’ll I do up there? Fish? That gets old after eight seconds. The place is great if you’re six or sixty. For everybody else … torture.”

I was in the weird position of trying to talk him into doing something I didn’t want him to do. I chose to duck the issue.

“What’s Sydney’s problem?” I asked.

“Who knows? My parents aren’t even making her go. She gets to be on her own for the whole summer while I’m sentenced to two months at Camp Kumbaya.”

He sat up and threw the football into his chair angrily. I wasn’t used to seeing Cooper like that. Even when things were going badly, he always laughed it off and figured a way to make the best of it. Not this time. He wasn’t giving any double okay signs.

“Mikey the Mauler’s downstairs,” I said. “He threatened to hurt you. What’s that all about?”

“Nothing,” Coop said dismissively. “Forget it.”

“Did he give you the fake tickets?”

“No!” Coop barked. “Let it go, all right? It’s none of your business.”

He jumped up and went for his window. His escape route. We used to climb out and crawl across the roof whenever we wanted to sneak out of the house.

“It is my business!” I shouted back. “You did something stupid, and now you’re going to have to take off for a couple of months to get away from the mess, and poof! There goes summer.”

Coop slammed the window shut so hard, it made me jump. “That makes it your business?” he asked. “Because I’m ruining your summer?”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“Yeah, you did. Gee, sorry, Marsh. I should have thought it through before doing anything that might spoil your fun. How inconsiderate of me.”

Cooper never called me Marsh. He was ticked.

But so was I. “Don’t go there,” I shot back. “I know this isn’t about me, but it’s not just about you, either. The stuff you do has fallout.”

“Fallout? I’ll give you fallout. The cops threatened to throw me in juvie unless I told them where I got the fake tickets … so I gave up a couple of guys. And you know what? I don’t care because those dirtballs set me up. But now I’m looking over my shoulder in case they find out I ratted and come after me. That’s fallout. So I’m sorry if I messed up your plans to pretend like we’re still twelve, but you know, things happen.”

“That’s cold.”

“Move on, Marsh. We’re not kids anymore.”

“I know that.”

“But hey, who am I to judge? Do whatever you want. I’m sure there are plenty of guys who want to hang out with you and watch cartoons. I’m not your only friend.”

He paused and then added, “Or am I?”

That was it. He was upset and scared and I felt bad for him, but he had pushed it too far.

“Have a good summer,” I said, and walked out of the room.

I heard a crash as Cooper threw his football at the wall. I couldn’t believe it. My best friend had turned on me. Sure, he was upset and scared, but it wasn’t my fault he chose to walk on the dark side.

I stormed down the stairs, passing Mrs. Foley.

“Will he go?” she asked.

“Probably,” I answered, trying not to show my anger. “He’s just got to get his head around it.”

Mrs. Foley looked relieved. That made exactly one of us.

“Thanks, Marsh. Maybe you can come up and visit?”

“Yeah, maybe,” I answered, and walked out the door.

I had no intention of going up to that lake. Coop had made it pretty clear that we were headed in two different directions. He was on his own … and so was I. I pounded down the porch steps and was nearly at the bottom when Mikey appeared from nowhere and gave me a shove that literally launched me off my feet and sent me sprawling into a bush.

“What was that for?” I shouted as I scrambled to sit up. As angry as I was, there was no way I’d jump up and push the guy back. That would have been suicide.

“You hang with that weasel, you pay the price,” he growled.

“Mikey!” Sydney called from the street, where she sat in her VW Beetle.

I didn’t think she saw what happened, so I got up fast. I didn’t want her to see me looking like some little kid who had just gotten shoved by the big bad bully … which is exactly what I was.

“Let’s go,” she commanded.

Mikey followed her instructions like an obedient dog. As he backed away he pointed a threatening finger at me as if to say, “Remember what I said.”

My excellent summer had suddenly taken an incredibly rotten turn.
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In only a few short hours I had gone from thinking there were too many exciting adventures to fit into a single vacation to wishing I could magically make school start again the next day.

I rode my bike home and did the one thing that always helped when things weren’t going well. I read. Books were my refuge. Getting lost in a solid adventure story was the best way I knew of to turn off reality. There was nothing like a trip to Tralfamador or Middle Earth to help escape real life. I went to my bedroom and tried to get lost in the pages of one of my favorites: The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy. It wasn’t working. I was still too caught up with Cooper’s drama. I tossed down the book and grabbed a sketch pad to do a little drawing and clear my head.

My hand instinctively started tracing the lines of Gravedigger’s face. I got as far as the sunken eyes and had to force myself to stop. I needed to come up with something else to draw. Tyler Frano was wrong. I was an artist. I had all kinds of inspiration to call on. It was in my blood.

My mom was an artist. Actually, she was a photographer, but the images she created were works of art. She was a freelancer who traveled all over the world on assignment for magazines like National Geographic and Smithsonian . Mom loved to shoot ancient structures like churches and old villages. I’m no expert, but I think she was good. She could take something that looked like a crumbling pile of rocks and, by using light and the perfect angle, create a stunning picture that made you feel as if you were stepping back through time to see the building in its original glory. It was like she had a third eye that saw possibility where most people saw, well, a pile of old rocks.

I had prints of some of her photos hanging in my bedroom. One made the Great Wall of China look like a living serpent, snaking across misty green hills. Another was a black-and-white image of a doll’s face taken through the window of a long-abandoned shop in a California ghost town. It was creepy and sad at the same time. I often wondered who the doll belonged to. Besides her photos, I had one whole shelf of stuff Mom had picked up on her travels and sent back to me. There wasn’t anything cheesy like: My parents went to Jamaica and all I got was this lousy T-shirt. There were hand-carved jade elephants from Indonesia; a marionette from Germany; a voodoo doll from New Orleans; a flute from Chile; and one item I had no clue about.

It was a golden ball about the size of a plum. I think it might have been made of glass, but it was hard to tell because the entire surface was painted with odd designs that could have been some strange alphabet or just random doodles. The thing had weight but wasn’t heavy. It had absolutely no useful purpose as far as I could tell. I didn’t even know where it came from or when I had gotten it.

As I did so many times, I sat and let my eyes wander over Mom’s stuff until I came to one particular photo. It was a spectacular shot of an abandoned, centuries-old temple. The place looked like it had been built in the year one, but my mom captured the warm light of sunset on its surface in such a way that it looked timeless. It was a great picture.

I hated it.

“Dinner!” came a call from downstairs.

Seven o’clock. I could set my watch by when Dad had dinner on the table. I wasn’t hungry but didn’t feel like sitting in my room by myself, searching for inspiration. There would be plenty of time for that over the next two months.

Dad made spaghetti. His specialty. Pasta in boiling water and a jar of sauce. Real fancy stuff. I didn’t eat much. I kept playing the events of the day over and over in my head.

“So?” Dad asked, pulling me into the moment. “Vegas?”

With all that had been going on, I’d totally forgotten. Dad was a marketing guy for a home electronics company. It’s how we got the sweet plasma TV. He was headed to Las Vegas for a weeklong convention and wanted me to go with him. I hadn’t thought much about it because I was expecting to be kicking off summer with Cooper.

“I don’t know … ,” I replied.

“C’mon! It’ll be great. While I’m working, you can check out all the new tech stuff. Then we’ll catch some shows at night. You know, Cirque du Olé.”

“Cirque du Soleil.”

“Yeah, that. We’ll stay on a couple days and do some fishing. Maybe see Hoover Dam. L-D-I!”

That meant “Let’s do it.” Dad was a goof. He often spoke in acronyms like “L-D-I” or “I am O-O-H” (“out of here”). Maybe that came from working the BlackBerry too much. Or maybe he was just a goof.

“They’re kind of relying on me at work,” I said. It was a lie. They weren’t relying on me at all.

“Work? You sound like some old guy. C’mon! It’s summer! L-I-U!”

That meant “lighten up.” Or “live it up.” I wasn’t sure which.

As I think back, I wonder what would have happened if I had made a different decision. What if I had gone with him? Would things have played out differently? Or was everything that happened inevitable?

“I really don’t want to go, Dad.”

He was ready to jump in with another reason to tempt me to go, but turned serious instead. “I hate leaving you home alone.”

“I know, but it’s cool. Really. You know that.”

Dad frowned. “I do. I’m just worried about you, Marsh.”

“Dad! I’ll be fine! Seriously. You know I won’t throw parties or trash the house.”

“I know. I almost wish you would.”

“Uhh … what?”

He got up and started clearing the dinner plates. Something was bugging him.

He finally said, “We never talk about Mom anymore.”

“Whoa. Change of subject.”

“Not really. Mom was always the one who got us going. She came up with the ideas and the adventures. Right? You used to love going on trips. That’s what we did. But we haven’t gone anywhere since, well, since Mom planned the last one. With her gone, it’s like we’re not … we’re not … things are just different.”

“Well … yeah.”

“But it’s not right.”

“Is that why you want me to go to Vegas? You’re trying to come up with an adventure like Mom used to do?”

“No. Maybe. I don’t know. I’m just afraid that … I don’t know how to say this, Marsh … I see you closing into yourself.”

“Huh?”

Once Dad found the words, he couldn’t stop. “Don’t get mad. It’s just that I wish you’d get out more. Make more friends. Join a team. I think it’s great how you’re so into your books and your comics and your drawings. That’s all great. But it’s so … solitary.”

He really caught me off guard. I wasn’t expecting any of that. “I’ve got friends,” I said defensively.

“You’ve got Coop, and he’s entering the Witness Protection Program. Where does that leave you? What are you going to do the rest of the summer?”

“I’ve got plenty to do,” I shot back.

“I’m sure you do and that’s great—I just want you to get out a little bit and have some fun. That’s all I’m saying. It’s what Mom would have wanted.”

“Mom never would have said anything like that,” I said, my anger building.

“Probably not. She was much smarter than me. But she knew what she wanted for you and it wasn’t to live a life inside your head.”

“Where do you get that stuff? Are you reading psychology books or something?”

“No. Okay, maybe a few. I’m feeling my way along here. You’re a smart guy, Marsh. I’m really proud of you. But you need people in your life. You need to get out. Go to parties. Chase girls. You know … do normal stuff.”

I jumped out of my chair. “You think I’m not normal?”

“No! I didn’t mean it like that. C’mon, you know what I’m saying.”

“I have no idea what you’re saying, but I think you better stop saying it before you say something even dumber than you already have.”

I blasted out of there and headed back to my bedroom. I’d never spoken like that to my dad, but then again, he’d never spoken to me like that either. Where did he get off saying I wasn’t normal? Things were different. He didn’t need to point that out. I was dealing with it. Okay, maybe I spent a lot of time alone, but that was my personality. I wasn’t a big-group kind of guy. I stormed into my bedroom and stood there, not sure of what to do with my anger. Scream? Punch the wall? Throw myself on the bed and kick my legs like a little girl? My eye caught the photo on the wall. Mom’s photo. The temple. It brought back a flood of memories that only made me feel worse.

It could have happened yesterday. That’s how vivid the moment was. But it was nearly two years before. I was in my bedroom, playing Jenga with Cooper. It was a game for five-year-olds, but we always made it more interesting by balancing a glass of water on top or playing for Cokes. It was way more fun when something was at stake. Except that Cooper would always make me laugh at a critical moment and I’d end up knocking over the tower and owing him. It was one of those great memories not so much because of what it was, but because it was the final moment before things would change. If I had a time machine, I’d pick that moment to go back to … and stay there.

Dad came into the room. His face was gray. I remember that. He usually bounced in with a loud “Hello, girls!” or something equally goofy. Not that time. His eyes were red. I knew instantly that he’d been crying. I don’t know how or why, but as soon as I saw him, I knew what I would hear. I didn’t yet know the details, but something bad had happened and I was pretty sure of what it was.

“Maybe you should head home, Cooper,” Dad said, his voice cracking.

Coop moved to get up, but I pushed him down.

“Stay,” I said, and looked to Dad. “What happened?”

Coop’s eyes were so wide, it was almost comical. For once, and maybe for the last time, he was speechless.

Dad sat down on the floor, facing me. He didn’t have to talk because for some reason I knew what he was going to say. All he could offer were details, and I wasn’t so sure I wanted them.

“Mom had a bad accident,” he said. Everything after that was white noise.

Mom had been on assignment in one of those Eastern European countries that changes its name every two weeks. “Somethingistan” or whatever. She was there to do a study of ancient buildings. It happened in a city where she was shooting a centuries-old temple. It was an earthquake. A serious one. The temple was destroyed. Dozens of people were killed.

It was a wrong-place, wrong-time event … that killed my mom and changed our lives.

When I first got the news, I was angry. I had the whole “Why her?” thing going on. (Though to be honest, it was more of a “Why me?” thing.) I had no choice but to accept it. Or try to. I still get angry sometimes and this was one of those times. It didn’t help that I was already pissed off at Cooper. At that moment I was pissed at Mom, too. I wanted to hit something. Or someone. I needed to release the pressure or I was going to scream.

I should have screamed.

I looked to the picture on my bedroom wall. The temple. It was the last photo she ever took. She would soon die inside of it. When I look at it, which I do most every day, I can’t help but think that it didn’t matter how many centuries it stood—it was moments away from crumbling to dust, along with my mom. What seemed so strong was actually very fragile.

It’s a beautiful photo.

I hate it.

I reached for the shelf that had all of Mom’s mementos and grabbed the small, golden ball with the odd markings. It was exactly what I needed. I spun, cocked my arm, and whipped the golden orb across the room, nailing the photo of the temple. It was exactly the release I needed … and one I instantly regretted. When the golden sphere hit the picture, it shattered, along with the glass over the photo. Tiny bits of glass flew everywhere. It was like a small explosion. At that same moment I felt a sharp rumble as if a heavy truck was rolling by outside, shaking the house. It was so short, I figured my loss of control and release of pent-up energy had thrown off my equilibrium somehow.

When the ball broke, it splattered deep red liquid all over the photo and wall. The spray reached beyond the black frame, staining the wall with dark, red-brown juice. I couldn’t get my mind around what I was seeing. The ball seemed ancient. How could it be filled with liquid? I walked to the photo, transfixed by the sight of red rivers drooling down the wall. Was it colored water? Or juice? I reached up and gingerly touched a glistening rivulet. I rubbed my fingers together, smearing it around and wiping it back onto the wall. It was thick. It smelled like steak.

It was blood.

“Dad!” I screamed, and ran out of the room. “Dad, c’mere!”

I stood on top of the stairs as Dad hurried up. “What?”

I ran back into my room with my dad right behind me. “I threw this thing and when it hit the wall, it shattered and spewed …”

I looked to the bloodied wall to see … it wasn’t bloody anymore. The photo and the wall around it were completely clean. I felt dizzy. How could that have happened?

“What did you throw?” Dad asked, confused.

Only a few seconds before, the wall had been splattered with what I thought was blood. There was no way it could have run down and left no trace. At least not that fast. The floor was covered with broken glass and shattered pieces from the golden ball. I hurried over and picked up two of the larger pieces of the destroyed ball. I felt the inside for traces of liquid. It was bone-dry.

“Was it Mom’s?” Dad asked.

I couldn’t think straight. “Uh, yeah. I threw it at the picture.”

“You what? Marsh!”

“It was … I mean … I shouldn’t have. I know. I was mad. But when it broke, there was red stuff inside. Like blood.”

He hurried to the wall and touched the photo where there was a small gouge from the impact. He ran his finger over it like it was a wound. A wound I had caused. He didn’t have to say anything. I knew what he was thinking. I wasn’t normal.

All I could say was “Sorry.”

Dad nodded. “I am too.”

“Was it valuable?” I asked.

Dad shrugged. “I don’t know, your mom was always collecting things. Listen, Marsh, I didn’t mean to get you so angry. I just … I want things to be good for you.”

“But I’m okay, Dad. Really.”

He gave me a small, sad smile that said he didn’t believe me. He didn’t push it, though, and neither did I. He bent over to clean up the remains of the shattered globe and the glass from the picture.

I wasn’t mad at him anymore. I knew he was just as upset about Mom as I was, and when you’re upset, you say things you don’t mean. We usually handled it well. Sometimes we didn’t. That was a fact of our new life. There was nothing to do but help him clean up.

The storm had passed, at least for the moment. I was left with a mess to sweep away, a damaged picture, and the mystery of what had happened to the blood that was no longer splattered all over my bedroom wall.
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Cooper and I didn’t talk to each other again before his family left for the lake. A couple of times I thought about giving him a call to settle things, but didn’t. I figured it was better if we both took some time to cool off.

I tried to stop thinking about the broken globe and the blood. Whether it was valuable or not, it was one more piece of Mom that was now gone, thanks to me. I couldn’t come up with any logical answers or explanations for what had happened, so I pushed the whole event out of my head.

All the fun things I had planned to do didn’t seem like much fun anymore, so I spent most of my time those first few days either reading or picking up hours at work. As long as I was going to be bored, I figured I might as well make some bucks. Not that I had anywhere to spend it. I actually started to think that Dad was right. I should get out a little more and make some friends. I might have done it too … if I knew how.

I’d only been out of school for three days, and the summer had already become deadly monotonous. That changed when a visitor came to see me at work. I was hunched over my engraving machine, etching out a sailing trophy for the local yacht club, when I heard a familiar singsong voice call out to me.

“Hello, Marshmallow!”

I looked up to see Ennis Mobley step into my tiny workplace.

“Ennis! Hey!” I jumped up and hugged the guy.

Ennis was a guy my mom used to work with, but he was more like family. I think he was around forty years old, though I’m not the best judge. He was from Jamaica, which accounted for his singsong voice. Mom always hired Ennis whenever she went somewhere on assignment. He would help with the gear and travel arrangements and basically free Mom up to focus on taking pictures instead of sweating logistics. Ennis was with her when the earthquake hit. As I heard it, he was nearly killed himself. He was able to salvage most of Mom’s gear, which is how I got the film with the picture of the temple. More important, Ennis worked hard to cut through the red tape and transport Mom’s body back home quickly. We owed him for that in a big way.
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