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Foreword



Ready to travel farther along the Road with me?


As many of you know, I love spooky stories. That’s why I was inspired to write the Morpheus Road trilogy. I can’t begin to count the number of ghost stories I’ve read or watched … or written over the years. I may not be an expert on the subject, but I’m definitely ahead of the curve. After all those fright-filled experiences, I’ve found that there’s one thing that really bugs me about many ghost stories. In order to create mystery, ghosts are often depicted as being capable of performing certain tasks, but not others. For example, how many times have we seen a story where the ghost is able to, say, write a maddeningly oblique clue in blood that the living must then decipher in order to solve a mystery? It makes for an interesting story, but it begs the question: If a ghost was able to write the mysterious clue, why didn’t he just skip the subterfuge and write something like “In case you were wondering, my wife killed me for the insurance money and dumped the murder weapon in the wishing well. The treasure is under the stairs, the antidote is behind the OJ in the fridge, and I forgot to pick up the dry cleaning last Tuesday, so would you get on that for me?”


I have to admit, I’ve been guilty of using the same device myself. I did it in The Light. More than once. And that’s what brings us to The Black. If you remember from the final chapter of The Light, we have switched the point of view. (SPOILER ALERT! If you haven’t read The Light, stop right here. Seriously. Go read it. Don’t worry, we’ll still be here when you get back.)


Okay, is everybody up to speed? Good. Here goes. After having witnessed the haunting of Marshall Seaver, we’re now going to see it from the other side … from the point of view of his best friend, Cooper Foley. And of course, Coop is a ghost. (There. I said it. If you didn’t heed my warning and go back to read The Light, don’t blame me for ruining the surprise.) The fun thing is that we are about to explore the other side of the conversation. Meaning, we’ve seen what it’s like when a living person is being haunted, and we’re now going to see what it might be like for a ghost to try to communicate with the living. It’s my way of offering a possible explanation as to why ghosts don’t leave detailed messages about dry cleaning.


Before we step back onto the Road, I want to offer a few quick thanks to those who helped bring my latest story to you. I’ve done this so many times, in so many books, that I could probably do a cut-and-paste job. I think by now everyone knows how much I appreciate their continued support, so rather than go into the usual detail I’ll just offer a partial list of those I am very grateful to.


Big thanks go to my good friends at Simon & Schuster Children’s Publishing, especially my wonderful editor, Liesa … who has now edited four of my books, going back to Raven Rise. Also to Sammy Yuen Jr., who designed the terrific covers for Morpheus Road (as well as the new Pendragon covers). A nod of thanks also goes to the many talented folks who did such a terrific job designing and implementing the www.djmachalebooks.com website.


Richard Curtis has my gratitude for generously sharing his publishing acumen and for being so supportive.


As always, thanks to Eve and Keaton, my two blondies, who must put up with a guy who spends most of the day living inside his head, which can be a strange place. I love you both. I can’t say for sure yet, but after reading some of the stories that Keaton has written and listening to her crazy tales and hearing her jokes, it’s looking as if Eve may have another nutburger on her hands. Excellent.


The biggest thanks is reserved for the many faithful readers who have been with me for years as we journeyed through the flumes and now walk the Morpheus Road. It’s been an honor to travel with you.


Okay, enough business. Let’s get back up to speed.


When last we left Marshall Seaver, he had finally encountered the spirit who was responsible for haunting his thoughts … Damon. (Remember the cemetery that erupted with thousands of the living dead? Wasn’t that a picnic?) Damon threatened to kill Marsh unless he helped him find a weapon called a poleax. What stopped Marsh from giving in was Cooper. Or Cooper’s spirit. Coop had finally appeared to Marsh to let him know he was there to help him. With Cooper’s support, Marsh found the courage to stand up to Damon and send him back to wherever he came from.


For now.


Marshall was then given a second golden crucible by Ennis Mobley. Ennis warned Marsh that he would need the crucible for safety and for the protection of his eternal soul. More disturbing for Marsh was learning that the crucible had once belonged to his mother. His dead mother. That meant Damon’s haunting had something to do with her.


Marsh hoped that the nightmare was over and he could return to a normal life. Too bad he didn’t realize that it was only the first book of a trilogy and he was just getting started.


That’s where we left off, but it’s not where we’re going to begin. Before we can go forward, we must travel back. Back to a happier time. Back before our guys knew anything about crucibles or spirits or ghouls named Gravedigger.


Back along the Morpheus Road.


Next stop … Trouble Town.


—D. J. MacHale





Prologue



This isn’t what I expected death to be like.


Not that I thought about it much. Or at all. For the record, it isn’t completely horrible. Being dead actually has perks. Nobody tells me what to do. I don’t get hungry, though I do miss calzones. I don’t even need sleep. Or deodorant … I think. Best of all, being a spirit means I’m no longer bound by a physical body so I’m free to travel to places and see things I could only imagine before.


There, I said it. Spirit. I’m a spirit. “Dead” refers to what I was. “Spirit” is what I am. The number one fact of life is that you can’t duck death. That’s normal. What isn’t normal is what’s been happening to me since I died, and that’s why I’m not ready to accept this fate. Something twisted is going on and I’m having a hard time dealing because I’ve yet to learn all the rules of this new life. Or death. I’d just as soon mind my own business, have a little fun, kick back, and make the most of the afterlife. But that’s not an option because I have landed square in the middle of Trouble Town. I’m not alone, either. This isn’t just about me, it’s about those I’ve met in this new life … and those I’ve left behind.


So much has changed, but one thing hasn’t: I’m still me. I have the same thoughts and feelings I had when I was alive. That’s both a comfort and a curse because as wild as it’s been to glimpse eternity, I’d be lying if I said I didn’t miss my family. Even my witch sister, Sydney. That’s the biggest downside of being dead. You have to leave behind the ones you care about. And calzones.


Though, I can’t leave everything behind completely. Not yet, anyway. People I care about are in danger and I may be the only one who can help them. For reasons I’m still trying to understand I’ve been targeted by a spirit who is bent on causing trouble between the worlds of the living and the dead. Based on what’s happened already there’s no way to know who will be left standing when the dust settles.


I’ve traveled a long way since the day of my death. To explain exactly what brought me to this point means going back to the other side. To the Light. It’s a place on the far end of a long road that stretches two ways. I know the route back. What lies ahead is another story. A mystery. There are still choices to be made … choices that will affect my future and the future of everyone else who travels the road.


The Morpheus Road.


My name is Cooper Foley and this is my story.
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“Don’t be an idiot. Just go to the lake until things calm down.”


My sister was telling me what to do, as usual, because she knows everything.


“I’m not going to run away,” I countered. “I can handle those guys.”


Sydney groaned. She did that a lot, mostly when I didn’t do what she wanted, which was always. Sydney and I might have looked like each other—we shared the same dark hair and blue eyes—but that’s where the similarity ended. For one, I’m better-looking. The guys who tried to get with her probably had a different opinion but I’m sticking with mine. She was only a year older than me but treated me like I was a lower form of life that shouldn’t be allowed to breathe air that could go to someone more deserving. Like her.


I didn’t care what she thought.


“Wow,” she said sarcastically. “Such a tough guy. What if the police want you to give up their names? What’ll you do then?”


I shrugged. “I already gave them names.”


“What!” she screamed.


“Relax. I didn’t tell them about you. Or your dim boyfriend.”


Sydney glared at me with anger and confusion. Her cool was broken, which was saying something because normally she was ice.


“Why?” was all she managed to get out.


“I didn’t have a choice. If I didn’t give them something, I’d be sitting in juvie right now fighting off a bunch of hard cases who really are tough. Besides, they had it coming.”


“I don’t believe this.” Sydney moaned as she paced my bedroom floor.


It was her fault that I was in Trouble Town to begin with and I think she felt guilty about it. Guilt was an alien emotion to Sydney so it was fun to see her squirm. She normally had it all going on … which was her biggest problem. Our parents expected her to be perfect and she mostly was, for a heartless vampire. But she resented the pressure and that caused tension in Foley-world. Her latest act of defiance was to announce she was getting a tattoo. Our parents went nuts and threatened to hold back her college money. For somebody headed to Stanford, that was serious. I don’t think Sydney really wanted to get inked, but my parents’ threat drove her straight to the low-life tattoo guy.


Her big rebellious statement backfired. The tattoo caused a nasty infection that landed her in the emergency room, where she got fixed up and smacked with a bill for a couple hundred bucks … money she didn’t have and couldn’t ask our parents to put out. She didn’t want them to have the satisfaction of knowing they were absolutely right about the tattoo being a dumb idea. She was stuck until her boyfriend, Mikey, offered a way out. He knew some guys with Yankees tickets that they were willing to let Sydney scalp. Whatever profit she made, she and Mikey would split. Sydney had no idea how to scalp tickets and Mikey was an idiot, which is how I got involved. I knew how to get things done.


I liked the idea of Sydney owing me so I took the tickets, sold them for a decent profit, and bailed her out with the doctor bill. I felt good about it, too. She was still my sister. Everybody was happy … until the cops showed up at our door. Turned out the tickets were bogus. Counterfeit. I guess there were some angry people at Yankee Stadium who found people sitting in their expensive field-level seats … with legit tickets. Oops.


“I should give them Mikey’s name too,” I said. “That fool had to know the tickets were fake.”


She shook her head. “No, he’s not bright enough to do something so dumb.”


“Well, those other dirtballs knew. Nobody messes with me like that. I hope they do time.”


Sydney jumped to her feet. “Why?” she screamed. “Why is it always about you?”


“You made it about me when you asked me to get you out of trouble.”


Sydney’s eyes flared. “Go to the lake, Cooper,” she said in a seething whisper. “Do the smart thing for once in your life.”


She stormed out of my bedroom, throwing a parting shot for the rest of the house to hear, “Get over yourself for once and just go!”


I actually felt bad for her, not that I’d tell her so. Whatever problems I had would blow over. I always found my way out of Trouble Town. But Sydney was different. It must have killed her to know how badly she had messed up … and brought some lesser mortals down with her. Still, I wasn’t about to do what she wanted, which was to go to our family’s lake house and hide out for the summer. I didn’t want to run scared. That wasn’t me.


“What the heck?” came a voice at my door.


It was Marshall Seaver, my best friend.


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


Marsh knew about the tickets, but not about the tattoo and Sydney’s involvement in the whole mess.


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


“No. They’re talking the whole summer. That lake is death, Ralph. 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.”


My family had a cottage on Thistledown Lake, a couple of hours north of our home in Stony Brook. I used to love spending summers there, especially when Marsh came up. We always had a blast just hanging out and being kids. But we weren’t kids anymore.


“What’s Sydney’s problem?” he asked.


Marsh stood there in his hoodie with his blond hair falling into his eyes. We’d been tight since kindergarten. He was like my brother. But the older we got the more he seemed like my little brother. He wasn’t an idiot. Far from it. But where he liked building model rockets and reading comic books and camping out, I was, well, I was scalping baseball tickets. I can’t say which of us was better off.


“Who knows?” I said, ducking the question. “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.”


I hated not telling him the whole truth but it bothered me more that I was being forced into a corner by everybody, including my best friend. I picked up a football and threw it into a chair. Hard. It didn’t make me feel any better.


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


“Nothing,” I said. “Forget it.”


“Did he give you the fake tickets?”


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


Marsh was asking all the right questions and I didn’t want to lie to him so I jumped up and went to the bedroom window. It was wide open … a tempting escape hatch.


“It is my business!” he 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.”


I slammed the window shut so hard it made the house rattle. “That makes it your business? Because I’m ruining your summer?”


“That’s not what I meant,” Marsh said, backpedaling.


“Yeah, you did,” I countered. I hated it when he only saw things through his own naive perspective. “Gee, sorry, Marsh. I should have thought it through before doing anything that might spoil your fun. How inconsiderate of me.”


“Don’t go there,” he 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,” he said softly.


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


“I know that.”


I should have stopped right there but I was too worked up.


“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.”


I hesitated, then added the killing blow, “Or am I?”


The pained look on Marsh’s face said it all. I’d gone too far.


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


I didn’t mean to hurt him but I was frustrated and Marsh was an easy target. I should have yanked him back into the room to tell him why I was so angry, but I didn’t want him to know the truth about Sydney. Marsh liked Sydney. Heck, he probably loved her. To him she was perfect and I wanted to protect him from the truth. I did that a lot, especially after all he’d been through.


Marsh’s mother was killed a few years before. It was a tragedy that seemed to freeze time for him. I’m no shrink but I think he didn’t want to let go of the life he had when his mom was there, which is why he still thought like a kid while the rest of us continued to grow up. But he was my best friend and as years went by I did my best to shield him from anything negative that came his way. Who knows? Maybe it was partly my fault that he still acted like he was twelve.


There aren’t a lot of things I regret, but not stopping him from leaving that day is definitely on top of the list. Instead of sucking it up and going after him, I picked up my football and slammed it against the wall again … an act of total futility. I knew I wasn’t thinking right and had to get control of the situation.


“Ralph!” I yelled, calling out as I ran out of my room and down the stairs. That’s what I called him. Ralph.


I already had a plan. Summer vacation had just started and Marsh had come up with all these adventures for us to go on that I had promptly trashed. I didn’t want to waste time camping or sailing when we could be at the beach hooking up with any girl who drew breath. But now the beach was out and I had the perfect compromise: Marsh could spend the summer with me up at Thistledown. We’d roll the clock back and goof off like the old days. We could even hang at the lake beach and scout for local talent. Everybody would win.


Except I was too late.


“He’s gone,” my mother said.


“I’ll catch him.”


I went for the door but Mom stopped me.


“He said he thought you’d agree to go to the lake,” she said. She looked stressed. I guess having one of your kids arrested will do that.


“Yeah. Maybe it’s not such a bad idea.”


Her tension melted. “Oh thank god.”


“One condition,” I said. “I want Marsh to come up.”


It was a no-brainer. Mom loved Marsh.


“Are you kidding? That’s a great idea but—”


“But what?”


“I just invited him. He wasn’t enthused.”


I thought about chasing after him, but decided not to. It was the second time I had made that same mistake in five minutes.


“We had an argument,” I said. “I’ll give him time to cool off and then make nice.”


Mom frowned. “He’s the last person you should be arguing with.”


“Yeah, I know, Mom. I’m an idiot.”


“You’re not an idiot. You’re just—okay, sometimes you’re an idiot.”


“Thanks. When are we leaving?”


“Tonight,” she said quickly, headed for the stairs.


“What’s the rush?”


“The sooner we get out of here the sooner I’ll stop stressing about police and … and … counterfeiters. I can’t believe I just said that.”


“This isn’t TV, Mom. Nothing’s gonna happen.”


“I know, because we’re leaving tonight. Pack.”


Mom was being dramatic but if it made her happy to be on the next stagecoach out of Dodge, I wasn’t going to ruin it for her. Besides, it could work out perfectly. I’d take a few days to scope out the situation at the lake and lay some groundwork for the festivities. By then Marsh would have calmed down and would be open to my invitation … and apology. Neither of us carried a grudge for long. We were too good of friends for that.


I was beginning to think that after the drama of the past few days, the summer could actually end up being pretty decent.


It’s amazing to know how totally wrong I was.
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The town of Thistledown existed for exactly three months every year.


That’s what it seemed like, anyway. As far as I knew, every fall the place was dismantled, packed up, and put into storage to wait for the tourists to show up again the following summer. The lake was about seven miles long and surrounded by miles of thick woods and the occasional summer cottage. The town itself was at the southernmost tip. It was three blocks long and loaded with places to buy T-shirts, ice cream, and fried food. There was a mini golf course, a drive-in movie, and a marina where tourists rented boats that they’d take onto the lake and try not to run into one another with.


We had a big cottage right on the water with a dock, a float, and a motor boat that we used to take out for hours, hunting for the best fishing spots. Since Sydney and I spent most of the summer trying to injure each other, my parents always let us invite friends up to keep us occupied. Though I had lots of company, the best times were always when Marsh was there.


The guy was amazing. He knew about everything. All you had to do was mention some random topic like seaweed and he’d know that Chinese people use it as medicine because it has a high percentage of iodine. Me? I didn’t even know what iodine was. Whether we were building rafts or launching model rockets, we were always doing something different and fun. Marsh wanted to know how things worked. He was fascinated by the science. I just liked the boom.


Having Marsh around was a good thing because life among the Foleys was usually intense. Somebody was always pissed off at somebody else for not doing something they should have known better about. I got away from it as much as possible, which is what made hanging out with Marsh so great. Marsh didn’t judge. We pushed each other, but in a good way. He made me think and I made him act.


I thought a lot about Marsh and the good times we’d spent together as I sat on the dock in front of our lake house. Part of it was due to my guilt over having insulted him, but that wasn’t the whole story. I was becoming a different person and it wasn’t just about getting older. If I was to guess when it was that things started to change, I’d say it was around the time that Marsh’s mom was killed. Her death was tragic … and violent. She was a photographer who was on assignment somewhere in Europe and got trapped in a building that collapsed in an earthquake. It was a bad way to go … not that there’s any good way to go. It destroyed Marsh. I didn’t see much of him for a couple of months afterward, and in that time things got strange.


For reasons I can’t explain, guys started getting in my face. Challenging me. It was usually over dumb stuff like “Hey, who you looking at?” But it often led to a fight. I got a reputation for being a brawler, which only led to more guys challenging me. I didn’t want to fight, but what could I do? I became a target for every tough guy who wanted to prove they could take me.


For the record, nobody could.


The fighting put me on the radar of some guys who weren’t exactly model citizens. They were still in school but didn’t go to class much. Or at all. They always had money but none of them had jobs. At least not in the regular sense. They always had something going on, most of which was illegal, like taking bets on football games and printing fake IDs. One time I went with them to rip off some copper from a construction site. There was nothing clever about it. It was flat-out stealing. I knew it was wrong but I have to admit, it gave me a rush. I didn’t even make that much money out of the deal but it didn’t matter. It was exciting.


It wasn’t the kind of fun Marsh would approve of so I didn’t tell him about it … or about anything else I did with those guys. Marsh eventually came out of his self-imposed exile, but things were different and we didn’t hang out as much, and I guess I have myself to blame for that. It was tough being one way with my new friends and another person with Marsh. I wasn’t even sure which was the real me. A couple of times Marsh got on me for skipping school, but I told him he sounded like a grandpa and he backed off.


Looking back, he was right, but I didn’t realize that until my new “friends” set me up with the bogus Yankees tickets. Yes, they were the guys who gave the fake tickets to Mikey Russo, knowing full well he would come to me. I’m not even sure why they did it. Maybe it was a game to them. Maybe they didn’t like me after all. Or maybe they were just dirtballs. Whatever. They sent me straight to Trouble Town … and I got even by giving them up to the police.


So much had happened that the idea of going fishing or exploring hidden coves didn’t hold the same interest for me as it once had. I wish it did. I guess my hope was that bringing Marsh to the lake would help me recapture some of the old magic. If nothing else I wanted Marsh to know why I had insulted him. It was because I was angry.


Not at him, at myself.


I sat alone for an hour before I decided to stop feeling sorry for myself and make the best of the situation. There weren’t a lot of options for fun in Thistledown. I could go for a swim. That would eat up a solid ten minutes. I could drive into town and play mini golf. There was a word for that: pathetic. I could see what was playing at the drive-in, but sitting alone at the drive-in goes beyond sorry and straight to weird. It was looking like the best option was to hang out with my parents and play Uno. Yeah. It was that bleak.


I was headed inside when I heard a distinct thump sound come from farther along the shore. It was so distinct that it actually made me stop, though there was nothing to see but our old boathouse. I figured the thump was our fishing boat banging around inside. It didn’t dawn on me that the lake was totally flat. Still, the sound made me think of the old boat, and that sent my mind racing to other possibilities. I realized that I had one very good option for the evening and decided to take it. I ran inside to tell my parents but they weren’t around. Just as well. They would probably have tried to talk me out of it. Before they could get back I grabbed my red Davis Gregory High football jacket and ran for the boathouse.


The structure was nothing more than a double-wide shed that was built half on land, half over the water. I’d like to say we had a super-hot ski boat that could tear up the lake, but what we had instead was the Galileo. Marsh named it after the shuttle craft of the USS Enterprise from Star Trek, though there was nothing futuristic about it. It was your basic wooden fishing boat that was held together by the many coats of paint we’d slapped on over the years. It may have looked like a clunker but it had a sweet 85-horsepower outboard that always got us where we wanted to go.


I kicked off my Pumas and stuck them behind a cooler on the shelf. People think I’m nuts but I swear I have a better feel for the boat and navigate better with bare feet. After throwing off the stern line and pushing off, I hurried to the bow and reached out before the boat hit the large double doors that led out to the lake. I unhooked the door latch and pushed one door open while pulling the boat through. Dad had me trained to keep the doors closed and locked. He was afraid that if they were left open somebody might be tempted to steal our stuff. I didn’t think any scurvy lake pirates would be interested in pilfering rusty tools and a cooler, but I always humored him and locked the place up tight. After two vicious tugs on the manual starter, the engine sputtered to life and I was on my way.


The sun was already casting a deep orange glow on the calm water. It always got dark early in Thistledown because of the mountains that surrounded the lake. I hated that when I was a kid because it cut down on playtime. As I got older I didn’t care much because I played different games that didn’t necessarily require sunlight. Part of me wanted to turn the boat north, open it up, and motor over the glassy surface for a couple of hours with nothing to keep me company but the low rumble of the powerful outboard. It was tempting, but I had a better plan in mind. I turned south toward town and the marina at the foot of the lake. Things never seemed to change much in Thistledown. I hoped that meant the same family was still running the marina … and that their daughter still worked there.


Her name was Brittany and she was my summertime girlfriend, though she probably wouldn’t appreciate that I called her that. We first met when we were eleven but didn’t really hit it off until two years ago. I’m not sure what took me so long to make a move. She was cute and there weren’t a whole lot of other girls in Thistledown. Most came and went with their families on vacation, and very few were over age eight. I started hanging around the marina asking for boating advice I didn’t want and gas I didn’t need. Brittany wasn’t a fool. She knew I was interested but she made me work for it. At first she was all business and I thought I was out of luck until the day she asked me to play mini golf … the Thistledown equivalent of a big night on the town.


We ended up having a great summer together. She taught me more about boats than I ever wanted to know and I made her laugh. When summer was over we texted every once in a while but I guess we both got caught up with our normal lives and it didn’t last. But the next summer we picked up right where we left off and had an even better time. Neither of us talked about things we had going on at home. Good or bad. We had fun in the moment, which was exactly what I wanted back then … and wanted again.


The sales office of the marina stood on solid wooden piles above water level. As I approached in the Galileo, I saw Brittany’s car parked in the lot. Yes! The summer was looking better by the second. I puttered past the big stern-wheeler boat called the Nellie Bell that they used for lake tours and rented out for parties. Britt and I used to sneak onto the Nellie Bell after closing and sit up top for hours … making out and talking and making out. Like I said, it was a great summer. I tied the Galileo up to the empty gas dock and made my way across the labyrinth of floats until I got to the door of the sales office. With a big smile, I stepped inside.


Britt was behind the sales desk. She was as cute as ever with her short blond hair and freckles. When she heard me come in, she looked up from her paperwork with a big smile as if to say: “Hi! What can I do for you?” It was a warm, welcoming moment …


… that didn’t last. The smile dropped from her face so fast, I could swear I heard it hit the floor.


Uh-oh.


Brittany was frozen in place, her eyes boring into my head. A long few seconds passed.


I couldn’t take the silence anymore and said, “Is it me or did the temperature just plummet forty degrees?”


“You’re kidding, right?” she said curtly.


“Well, yeah. It didn’t really get colder. Or did it?”


She shook her head, obviously annoyed, and started clearing off the counter. It was a bad beginning.


“You look great!” I exclaimed.


“Don’t,” she commanded without looking at me.


“Don’t what?”


“Don’t think we’re going to pick up again.”


“Oh. Got it. Uh … why not?”


“You can’t be serious,” she said, exasperated.


“What’s wrong? Do you have a boyfriend back home or something? I’m sorry, I didn’t know.”


“You wouldn’t know because you didn’t call. Or write. Or text. Or Facebook. Or acknowledge in any way shape or form that we spent a lot of time together last summer.”


“Oh. Right. I guess I should have poked you back, huh?”


“Ugh! Good-bye, Cooper. Have a nice summer.”


She rounded the counter, headed for the door. I cut her off.


“That’s impossible. I can’t have a nice summer up here without you.”


“My heart bleeds,” she said, dripping sarcasm.


“I’m sorry, okay? I didn’t text because we did that last year and it just made me miss you more. So we both stopped and it got easier. Right? I didn’t want to put either of us through that again.”


She looked me square in the eye. She softened. I saw it. I had her.


“That’s not only pathetic,” she said. “I’m insulted that you think I’d buy it.”


I didn’t have her.


She went for the door again. I cut her off again.


“Okay,” I said quickly. “You’re right. That was lame. I’m sorry. What can I say? Things happen. Besides, you have a boyfriend.”


“I don’t have a boyfriend!”


“Really?” I said with a big smile. “So, then, we’re cool.”


She responded by pulling the door open and standing aside, clearing a path for me to leave. Glaring.


Beaten, I stepped through the doorway onto the dock.


“Last shot,” I said. “Let me make it up to you. It’s going to be a beautiful night. Let’s go out on the lake, kill the lights, and count the stars. You know how much I like doing that.”


“Better idea,” she said. “Find somebody who cares what you like.”


“Ow.”


“You’re a selfish guy, Cooper Foley. I don’t like selfish guys.”


“You’re making a big mistake,” I said. “It’s going to be a long—”


She slammed the door in my face.


“Summer.”


She turned the lights off on the walkway. Ouch. It got so dark so fast, I had to grope my way along the railing or risk falling into the water. I had been totally, unceremoniously rejected and I suppose I deserved it. I decided to make a calculated retreat, then come back the next day and the next and the next until she forgave me. It would be worth it. I liked Britt. I should have texted.


Night had come to Thistledown Lake. Though my plan was all about hooking up with Britt, I really did like being out on the lake at night. As I motored back toward the house, I saw that I wasn’t the only one who had that idea. The lake was full of boats, all with their lights off. I’d never seen so many boats at one time. They all looked empty, but I knew that everyone was lying on their backs, gazing up at the sky. It was one of the great things about being in the middle of nowhere. On a clear, moonless night the sky would come alive with a billion stars. If you were lucky, you might see a shooting star. Or a meteor. Or whatever they were. Marsh had explained how it all worked to me but I hadn’t been listening. I’d been too caught up in the spectacular show that was taking place right above our heads.


People would turn off their running lights to make it as dark as possible. You wouldn’t normally do that on the water at night but on Thistledown, where everybody else was doing the same thing, it was totally safe.


The scene was incredible … and incredibly peaceful. There were more glittering stars in the sky than I remembered ever seeing before, so I decided to make the most of a bad situation and get lost in the heavens. I motored slowly through the floating boats, careful not to disturb anybody or cause a wake that would bounce them around. I had to go pretty far north before I found an empty spot in the center of the lake. It was across from a remote spot where we used to fish, called Emerald Cove. I killed the engine, then the running lights, and let the silence wrap around me as I stretched out on my back with my legs up on the driver’s seat. It was a warm night so I took off my jacket and put it under my head as a pillow.


There’s something about being on the lake under a brilliant canopy of stars that makes the stress wash away. I thought about a lot of things that night. I wasn’t all that happy with the way things had been going. I’d made some bad choices and was lucky that nothing worse had happened to me other than being arrested for pushing fake tickets. Maybe it was a warning shot. I’d been hanging with the wrong guys and paid the price. But it wasn’t too late. As I lay on my back absorbing the immense universe, I understood that there was a whole lot more out there that I could do. I may have messed up, but life was just getting started. It was a good feeling. I liked being in charge of my own destiny.


The sound of a far-off engine broke the moment.


I couldn’t get annoyed. I’d just done the same thing myself. I hoped that whoever it was would find a spot and kill their engine quickly so I could get back to my private meditation.


The engine didn’t stop. If anything it got louder. It sounded powerful, too. I didn’t want it to ruin the night so I grabbed my iPod out of my jacket pocket. If I wasn’t going to get total silence, it was better to have music. I picked a classic rock tune that Marsh had turned me on to. It was a song called “(I Know) I’m Losing You” by the Faces. I’d never heard of them, but the song rocked and had a great drum solo. I caught Marsh playing air drums to it once. Geek.


The song didn’t fit the peaceful scene but it drowned out the sound of the engine. I lay back down and laughed, picturing Marsh playing drums with chopsticks. There was no way I’d let our argument stop him from coming up to the lake. To me, Marsh represented a life I wanted back. I was going to hit the reset button and be good friends again.


The guy in the boat was taking his sweet time finding a spot to settle in. I took a peek up over the side of the Galileo but didn’t see him. In fact, I didn’t see any boats at all. That was odd. Where did they all go? And so quickly? Maybe the sound I was hearing was actually the combined sound of a bunch of boats calling it a night and taking off. Fine by me. I lay back down and cranked the volume as the drum solo began. The wild pounding filled my head. My universe. I gazed up at a sea of stars. At the future. At infinity.


I had the volume up so loud that my ears rang. It was too loud. I spun the iPod control to turn it down but the volume didn’t change. If anything it got louder. The wild drum solo was coming at me like a freight train. My head throbbed. It felt like the boat itself was rumbling, but that was impossible.


The last thought I had was that the sound had become so huge that it no longer sounded like drums.


It was a thought that didn’t last long.
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Black.


There’s no better way to describe what I was experiencing. There was no sound. No sensation. No smell. No up or down. There was absolutely nothing but … black.


I wasn’t scared. Or confused. Curious, maybe. Even a little excited but I wasn’t frightened because whatever it was that was happening felt right. I can’t say how long I was in that state. It wasn’t like I was looking at my watch. Assuming I had a watch. Or an arm to put a watch on. Or eyes to see it with. I could have been drifting for a second or a century.


My feet felt the first sensation. Something was pressing against them. The pressure traveled up my legs, making me tense up. It was alien at first, until I realized what was happening. Gravity. I was standing. Feet down. Head up. You know … standing. Got it.


The black gradually turned to gray. I was surrounded by movement with no detail, as if I was standing in a dense, swirling fog. Colors came next. The clouds took on muted shades of purple and blue. Green came next, followed by yellow and finally red. I laughed. At least I think I laughed. I couldn’t hear anything. But I was enjoying the show that seemed to exist for me alone. Whatever was happening had purpose. I knew that, though I can’t say why. I sensed my own body. It was the first recognizable thing I could see. I was wearing jeans, a black T-shirt, and my Puma sneakers. When I first looked down at myself, there was no color to my clothes or my skin. It was like looking at a black-and-white picture. As the colorful clouds moved past, they filled in the blue of my jeans, the flesh color of my arms, and the white trim on my red sneakers. The same thing was happening all around me. I began to make out shapes. As each colorful puff swept by, it deposited another color to the environment like an animated paint-by-number picture.


I wasn’t freaked by any of it. It was actually fascinating to see an entire world being created just for me. I recognized what looked like trees and buildings. Something more solid than a cloud moved by. A car. It had to be a car because I heard the horn. Sound had arrived. And far-off voices. Music played somewhere but I couldn’t tell what it was. Trees rustled in the soft breeze. I felt the warmth of the sun and smelled something delicious. Something fried.


“Garden Poultry,” I said out loud.


There’s something magical about smells. It’s like your nose has a direct line to the memory center of your brain. When I got that unmistakable smell of cooking french fries, I knew exactly where I was. The colorful clouds finished their job and evaporated, leaving me standing in the pocket park next to the Garden Poultry deli in Stony Brook. As reality returned, so did my focus. Up until that moment I had been floating in a peaceful sea of detached consciousness. It was a magical dream … that ended abruptly.


Along with my peace of mind.


How the hell did I get here? The last thing I knew I had been floating on Thistledown Lake listening to music. Why was I suddenly standing on the Ave in my hometown? I had on the same clothes as when I was in the boat, but with sneakers. Hadn’t I left those in the boathouse?


My heart started pounding. A block of time had been totally erased from my memory. Did I have a brain tumor? What time was it? What day was it? The sun was out. Did that mean I’d been on the lake the night before? I looked at my watch. It wasn’t there. Had I suddenly snapped out of a coma? Had I been in a coma? What if I had somehow wandered out of the hospital and found my way there, drawn by the sweet smell of Garden Poultry fries?


I dug in my pocket for my cell phone. It was gone. I felt naked without it. I took a deep breath and sat down on a park bench. Think. Think. My house was a few miles from the Ave. A long walk but no problem. Yes. That was the way to go. I’d head home and find Mom, and she’d tell me exactly what the deal was. Having a plan calmed me down. It was no use speculating on what might have happened. That would only work me up again. Answers weren’t far away.


Once I got my head back on straight, more or less, I began the long walk home. Part of me wanted to grab some fries, but I wasn’t hungry. Normally I’d pound down a box of those fries even if I’d just eaten lunch, but there was nothing normal about what I was going through. I stepped out of the park and glanced up and down Stony Brook Avenue.


I’m not a sentimental guy, but as I stood there looking at the main street of my hometown, I got a warm feeling. I had grown up in Stony Brook. I liked the town, not that I knew much about other towns, but it was a pretty cool place to live. Stony Brook Avenue was the main commercial street but there were no chain stores or fast-food restaurants. The Ave was lined with local shops, many of which had been there since long before I was born. It was a safe, familiar hometown. Fluffy white clouds drifted lazily across a deep blue sky; leafy green trees swayed gently in the warm breeze; people strolled casually along the sidewalks, shopping and generally enjoying the picture-perfect day. A few folks gave me a friendly smile and a nod as they walked past. I felt pretty lucky to be living there.


“Young Master Foley!” bellowed a chubby guy in a gray uniform who hurried up to me. “Hello, my friend! Surprised to see you here.”


“Bernie?” I asked, more than a little surprised myself.


Bernie was the mailman who delivered to our house when I was a kid. He was always laughing and telling corny jokes. I hadn’t seen the guy in a long time, but I recognized him instantly.


“Who else?” Bernie said with a laugh. “Hey, did you hear the one about the deaf mailman?”


“Uh … no.”


“Don’t feel bad, neither did he.” Bernie burst out laughing like it was actually funny. I had to laugh too … not at the joke, at Bernie. The guy was a goof.


“You back on our route?” I asked.


Bernie gave me a strange look, as if he didn’t understand the question. Then he burst out laughing again and clapped me on the back.


“That’s a good one,” he said, and continued walking. “See you around, Chicken Coop. Shame you had to get here too soon, but that’s the way it goes.”


“Too soon for what?”


He walked off without answering, whistling a happy tune. “Hello, Mrs. Swenor!” he called to an old lady on the other side of the street. The woman smiled and waved back. Everybody liked Bernie. I hoped we were on his route again.


I was about to head for home when I got a better idea. The trophy shop where Marsh worked was on the Ave. He would know what had happened to me. I did an about-face and walked quickly down the Ave. I wasn’t worried about him being mad at me anymore. How could he still be ticked if I’d been in a coma?


I passed several people who smiled or gave me a friendly “Hello.” Everybody seemed to be in a good mood. I guess none of them had recently come out of a coma, either. I returned the greetings. Why not? I may have had temporary amnesia but I remembered enough to know that I wasn’t a jerk. I reached Santoro’s Trophies and was about to go inside when something got my attention that was so out of place, it made me shiver.


The quaint buildings on the Ave were mostly made of brick and were all two or three stories high. Across the street from me, on the roof, I saw a guy standing with his toes right up to the edge. He wore a dark shirt and pants and was totally normal-looking in every way except that he was staring directly at me. There was no doubt. He was watching me. He didn’t wave or acknowledge that I had seen him. He just … watched. Seeing the strange guy creeped me out, though I wasn’t sure why. It wasn’t like he was going to jump or anything. He wasn’t doing anything wrong at all, but still, it felt off.


I pulled the door open and ducked inside.


Once in, I looked back through the glass door to see that the guy had left. He must have walked directly away from the edge because I didn’t seem him moving north or south. What was up with that?


I chose to focus on my own problems and went looking for Marsh.


The door to the trophy shop was right on the Ave, but to get to the shop itself, you had to go inside and then down a flight of stairs. I ran down quickly and blew right through the front door, jingling the little bell that hung over it. The showroom was nothing more than a counter with samples of trophies and plaques everywhere. A short corridor led to the workroom where Marsh did his engraving. Beyond that was Mr. Santoro’s office. I’d been there plenty of times, trying to get Marsh to blow off work so we could go do something fun, but Marsh always made me wait until he finished whatever he was working on. The guy was dedicated.


“Hello?” I called out.


Usually Mr. Santoro would rush right out as soon as he heard the bell.


“Anybody home?”


Silence. Strange. The door was unlocked but nobody was minding the store. I walked down the corridor to see if Marsh was working and concentrating so hard that he didn’t want to answer. But when I entered the workroom, the engraving machine was empty.


“Mr. Santoro?”


I peeked into the guy’s office. Nobody was there. Marsh worked part-time so he might not have been in that day, but it was weird for the place to be empty with the door unlocked. I went back through the showroom, wondering if I should lock the door, but I was afraid Mr. Santoro might have gone to the men’s room or something and I didn’t want to lock him out. I didn’t want to hunt him down in the bathroom either, so I gave up and left.


When I got back to the top of the stairs, I peered out through the glass door out to the Ave to see if the guy in the dark clothes had returned. He hadn’t. Nothing about this day was making sense. I had to talk to somebody I knew. The sooner the better.


Directly across the street from Santoro’s was a drugstore called Meade’s. Score. My dad was friends with Mr. Meade. The guy would definitely give me a ride home. I blasted out of Santoro’s and jogged across the street, but only got halfway before I stopped short.


Somebody was watching me from inside the toy store next to Meade’s.


I saw her through the window. It was a woman who wore the same kind of dark clothes as the guy from the roof. I might not have noticed her except that she had the same body language as the guy. She stood straight and still with her hands clasped in front of her, staring me down.


I sensed movement to my right and realized I was standing in the middle of the street, blocking traffic. A car had stopped not two feet from me. The driver didn’t honk or yell for me to get my oblivious butt out of the road. He just smiled and waited patiently for me to move on. I gave an apologetic wave and jumped onto the sidewalk. A quick look back to the toy store showed me that the woman was gone. I thought about running in to ask what her deal was and why she was watching me, but decided I had bigger problems to deal with so I went straight for Meade’s.


There was another bell over the door that jingled when I entered. Maybe it was some kind of ordinance in Stony Brook that shops needed to have bells. Stepping into Meade’s was like taking a trip back through time. It had been around for a hundred years and didn’t look any different from the day it had opened. The shelves were built out of dark wood and the ceiling was a big stained-glass window. The back of the store was where they had all the drugstore stuff, but the front of the store is where I usually hung out. There was a soda fountain counter with a long marble top and stools like you’d see in old movies. It wasn’t just for show, either. I’d pounded down many milk shakes and sundaes there. Across from the counter were padded booths with tables where Marsh and I used to plot our adventures.


Meade’s was a kid magnet, but not that afternoon, which was strange for a hot summer day. The only customers were two older people sitting at the counter, both sipping on straws in the same milk shake. The two of them smiled and gave me a friendly wave as I sat down on a stool.


A gray-haired lady wearing a white uniform dress with the name Donna stitched on the pocket was wiping up the stainless steel soda dispensers. She looked like a classic soda jerk, complete with a white cap that matched her dress. I thought she looked kind of old to be called a “jerk,” or to be working as one, for that matter. Mostly it was kids who worked behind the counter and they never wore uniforms. It was like Mr. Meade was trying out a gimmick to make the place seem even more retro.


The lady saw me and frowned.


“Geez, so young,” she said sadly as she shook her head. “Too young.”


“Too young for what?” I asked. “I don’t want a beer or anything.”


“This your last age?” she asked.


“What are you talking about?”


The lady shook off the gloom and broke out in a big, bright smile. “No matter. It is what it is. What can I do you for, sport? Malteds are my specialty, in case you were wondering.”


She seemed like a nice old lady, but I wasn’t in the mood for a malted … whatever that was.


“I’m looking for Mr. Meade.”


“Ooh, sounds like you’ve got important business. Sure, sweetie, I’ll get him for you.”


She hurried off, headed for the back of the store. It was a relief to know I was finally going to talk with somebody familiar. My eyes wandered to the mirrored wall in back of the soda fountain, where a bunch of ancient black-and-white pictures were on display. They were photos of people taken at the drugstore throughout time. I knew most of the pictures because whenever I sat at that counter, I’d stare at them and wonder who the people were and what their stories might be. It was weird to think that people came in and sat at that same counter decades before I did. As I glanced at the ancient shots, one of them jumped out at me. I’d seen it a hundred times before and never gave it a second thought … until then.


It was a yellowed photo of a man and a woman standing next to a car in front of the store. The car was a big gray tank that looked older than dirt. The guy was tall with an enormous gut and slicked-back hair. The woman was much shorter than him and looked old enough to be his mother. Something about her wasn’t right. What was it? I leaned forward to get a closer look and instantly realized what was wrong: She looked exactly like the lady who was working behind the soda fountain. Donna. She even had on the same soda jerk uniform.


“No way,” I muttered.


“You looking for me?” a guy said, sounding all gruff.


I looked behind the counter and did a double take. The guy walking toward me was the same guy with the big gut from the picture. I looked to the picture, then to him, then back to the picture. No mistake. It was him. The old lady trailed behind. It was definitely her in the picture, too. But that was impossible, unless it was a fake old-time picture like they take at carnivals.


“Uhhh,” was all I could get out.


“What’s your business, son?” he asked.


“I … I’m looking for Mr. Meade,” I managed to croak.


“You found him,” he said.


“No, I mean my dad’s friend. What’s his name, uh, Doug Meade.”


The guy glanced to the old woman. She shrugged.


“What’s the problem?” I asked.


“Unless you know something I don’t, Dougie won’t be coming this way for quite some time,” the guy said. “Let’s hope not, anyway.”


“What? He’s here, like, every day. Who are you?”


“Who am I?” he asked as if I’d insulted him. “I own the place, buster. I’m Dougie’s father.”


“No, you’re not. He’s way older than you!”


“Look,” the guy said, getting angry. “Unless you want to eat something, keep moving and stop bothering my customers.”


I sat there stunned, wondering if a brain tumor could cause amnesia and create hallucinations.


“I … I …” I couldn’t form words.


The old lady patted the big guy on the shoulder. “Temper, Harry. Go on back. I think I know what this is about.”


The bogus Mr. Meade gave me a sour look and skulked away.


The old woman smiled warmly and said, “Don’t let him bother you. My boy’s got anger issues. It’s one of the things he’s working on.”


“Your boy?” I asked, more confused than ever.


“Yup. Harry’s my son. Dougie’s my grandson.”


My brain locked.


The couple that had been sharing the milk shake walked past me on their way out. The guy patted me on the shoulder and said, “Don’t sweat it, sonny. It’ll get better. Just you wait.”


His lady friend gave me a sympathetic smile, and the two left. I looked back to the old woman behind the counter and said, “I think there’s something wrong with me.”


She smiled. “You just got here, didn’t you?”


“Well, yeah, you saw me come in.”


“No, I mean you just came through to the Black.”


What the heck did that mean? I thought back to when I was passed out and everything was dark. It was black, all right, but how could she know that?


“I thought so,” she said without waiting for an answer. “It’s unsettling at first but things’ll come clear in no time.”


“There is nothing clear about what I’ve been seeing. I think I’m …”


The bell over the front door jingled and I looked to see the silhouette of a man entering the store.


“It’s okay, Donna,” he called out. “I’ll handle this.”


The guy’s voice was familiar but I couldn’t place him because all I saw was a shadow.


“He’s a handsome one, Gene,” she said, then winked at me. “Sure you don’t want a malted?”


I shook my head and turned to the guy who had just come in. He walked deliberately, like an old man with sore joints.


“I figured on finding you here,” he said. “Either here or that place with the french fries. Never cared for ’em myself. Too greasy.”


My head was spinning. The guy knew me.


“This is much better,” he said. “If I had a nickel for every ice cream I brought you here, I could buy the place out myself.”


The guy sat down on the stool next to me and I got my first good look at him.


It was the best possible person I could have hoped to see … and the worst. He was my favorite person in the world. The old lady called him Gene. That was short for Eugene.


Eugene Foley.


My grandfather.


“Close your mouth, Cooper. You look like a trout.”


Seeing my gramps made me want to throw my arms around him and hug him like I was six again. Only one thing stopped me.


My grandfather was dead.
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I jumped off the stool and backed away from the old guy.


“No, no way,” I babbled. “You can’t be him.”


The guy scratched his head and frowned … exactly the way Gramps used to when he was thinking. In fact, the guy looked exactly like my gramps, complete with his glasses the size of windowpanes, walrus mustache, and thinning gray hair.


“Don’t get all lathered up,” he said, which is something Gramps always used to say. “There’s nothing wrong here.”


“Bull! Everything is wrong here!”


“Hang on now,” he said. “Let me think a second.”


He scratched his head, again. And frowned, again. Either this guy was really my gramps or he was an incredible impersonator.


“Okay, I got it,” he declared. “Who else knows about this?” He held up his hands like claws and bellowed in a thick Transylvanian accent, “Beware! I have come to suck your blood, for I am … the Grampire!”


“Grampire?” the old lady said with a chuckle.


The old man looked to her and shrugged. “He loved that when he was six.”


I did. But it only helped to confuse me more.


“Stay the hell away from me!” I yelled, and ran for the door.


“Cooper!” the old man barked in a stern voice that I had heard many times before. I froze, probably out of habit.


“I know this is confusing, kiddo,” he said with sympathy. “But running outta here ain’t gonna help.”


I wanted to believe he was my gramps. But if it was really him, it meant I had to buy into a whole lot of other things that weren’t as good.


“My grandfather’s dead,” I said slowly to make sure he understood every word. “That means you’re an imposter, or I’m insane.”


The old lady sniffed and patted the old man on the arm. “Good luck with that one, Gene,” she said, and left us alone to go back to work.


“I’m afraid there’s a third possibility,” the old man said.


“Please. Tell me.”


“You won’t like it.”


“I’m not liking any of this.”


He squinted. Gramps always did that when he was debating with himself. “You want it straight, or should I ease you in slowly?”


“Just tell me!” I shouted.


“You’re dead, Cooper.”


The words rang in my ears. I felt dizzy. How could I be dead? I was dizzy! You can’t be dead and dizzy at the same time.


“You got hit by a speedboat out on Thistledown,” he added. “I’m not sure who was the bigger fool, the kid driving the speedboat or you for being out on that lake at night with the running lights off. What were you thinking?”


I had to breathe. Air. Real air. Dead people didn’t breathe and I wanted to prove to myself that I wasn’t dead. I ran out of the drugstore and onto the sidewalk to take in a lungful. Everything was so normal. I couldn’t be dead.


Somebody clapped me on the back, making me jump.


“Hey, Chicken Coop.” It was Bernie the mailman. “Feelin’ any better?”


He winked at me and kept moving up the Ave. I suddenly remembered why Bernie wasn’t our mailman anymore.


“Damn fool.”


I whipped around to see the old man standing in the door of the drugstore with his hands in his pockets. “He got himself electrocuted by jiggering somebody’s antenna to try and get free cable. His jokes aren’t funny here, either.”


“Here?” I asked. “What do you mean ‘here’? We’re in Stony Brook, right?”


He gave me a sad smile and reached out to pat me on the cheek. It was so familiar.


“Wish I could say I was happy to see you, Coop,” he said. “Cripes, you’re still a kid. Sometimes life just ain’t fair.”


“Where are we?” I implored.


“We’re in Stony Brook all right, but it’s your Stony Brook. The town as you remember it.”


I glanced around, wondering why something so familiar could suddenly seem so alien.


“This must be a dream,” I said. “It’s all happening inside my head.”


“Nope. Sorry.”


I looked to the toy shop next door.


The woman in dark clothes was back, watching me. Not moving. Smiling.


I ran straight for the store, yanked open the door, and jumped inside.


“Who are you?” I screamed … at an empty store.


“Can I help you?” a salesgirl asked, walking toward me from the back of the store. It was a cute girl who looked high school age, definitely not somebody who was dead.
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