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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The horror which befell the city of Carpenter all began on 13 Trenton Street one Friday morning before school when Rose Hawthorn hurried into Valerie Hart’s room and told her to hurry up because Rose’s brother would leave without her if she took any longer. Rose and Valerie looked identical: blue eyes brighter than lucky pennies, and hair as dark as the depths of the sea; the only difference between the two friends was that Valerie wore her hair down, and Rose wore hers in a bun.

      Valerie hopped down from her spot on the dresser, went over to the bag of Sweettarts on her desk, unwrapped one, and laughed. She wasn’t even ready yet—her books were all scattered out on the desk and God only knew where the damn book bag was. She threw away the wrapper in the trashcan by the door and looked around with Rose for her book bag.

      “Riding with your brother feels like a fucking abortion,” Valerie said.

      “Tell me about it,” Rose said. “If I have to hear Orion play Maxwell’s Silver Hammer one more time when he drives us to school—”

      Valerie rolled her eyes and said, “I know.”

      The drive to Carpenter High was short. They thanked Rose’s brother Orion for the ride and entered school just in time for first period English with Mr. Starkey—a talkative, white-haired man who was passionate about teaching. Once the bell to start class rang, he stood up and looked at the class and asked, “Who wants to be the first to tell me their thoughts on the poetry you all read—or were supposed to read—for homework last night?”

      Nobody raised a hand.

      “Come on, I’m sure somebody read it,” he said. “I’ve had it memorized for years. Back when I was in school. Who can tell me what kind of poem it is?” He paused, then recited, “Flowers won’t awaken you, not where sorrow has taken you; I’ve often thought of joining you, even though I’ve buried you. I’m not afraid of the chilled winter kiss; it’s the breath of life that you miss. We often sit together in the night—you visit me in dreams; a bittersweet mirage. Your new eyes are lovely; inky and deep. Soon I’ll join you in eternal sleep.”

      Valerie raised her hand.

      “Yes, Miss Hawthorn?” Mr. Starkey said.

      “I’m Valerie.”

      “Ah, sorry, Miss Hart.”

      “Is it free verse?”

      He nodded, “Very good, now who can tell me—”

      A boy across the room spoke without raising his hand. “Is it about a nightmare? It seems kind of nonsensical and hard to follow.  I didn’t like it.”

      “Very good, Shawn,” Mr. Starkey said. “As for what it’s about…”

      Rose feigned yawning, tuning out the teacher for the rest of the period.
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      At lunch, Rose noticed a teardrop rolling down Valerie’s cheek while Valerie picked at her food.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Rose asked. “Why are you crying?”

      “I still have that poem on my mind,” Valerie replied.

      “What? What about it?”

      Valerie sighed, then wiped the tear away. “It just stuck with me.”

      Rose did not know what to say. She wondered why her friend had bags under her eyes lately. Valerie wasn’t looking well, and Rose wondered if she had been getting enough sleep.

      Valerie was quiet the rest of lunch. Rose did not see another tear. Next was study hall, then history, then math. Rose wasn’t sure she could survive such a boring day. But that’s how every day was in Carpenter—boring. And gloomy. And dreary. There was always an air of depression around the town, and every single day was like having a raincloud following her.

      Rose thought, Let’s just make it through the school day, then you can reward yourself.

      And surprisingly, the rest of the day was not so bad. She finished most of her homework in study hall. In history class, the teacher wheeled in the TV from one of the storage rooms and they watched a documentary about Oak Island (that, at least, was interesting. Oak Island fascinated her. The documentary offered theories such as sinkholes, but Rose had heard stories about the paranormal and wondered if such forces could really be keeping the treasure hidden). In math… okay, math class didn’t go so well. She despised math, as did Valerie.

      Two blocks down from Carpenter High was Eli’s Creamery—they had the best chocolate chip cookie smoothies in the world. Going there was Rose and Valerie’s after school tradition on Mondays and Fridays; once to get them through the week, and once to enjoy themselves. After school, they each bought a smoothie then sat down at the booth by the window and people-watched.

      “So, Val,” Rose said.

      Valerie looked up from her phone, “Yeah?”

      “Do you remember my cousin Shelly?” Rose asked.

      “God, she’s annoying,” Valerie said. “And she overuses the word bitchin’ way too much. Every time she says bitchin’ I just want to punch her in her bitchin’ face.”

      Rose took a long sip, then said, “Geez, you only met her once or twice. Imagine how I feel, having to see her every couple months.”

      “Yeah, I bet,” Valerie said.

      “But, uh, you see… I got a family thing next week at her house and I really wanna get out of it… I don’t feel like seeing Shelly at all! Can you cover for me?”

      Valerie held her side in pain from all the laughter; she laughed so hard that noise wouldn’t come out. Tears came out of her eyes like a faucet. After she calmed down, she sipped her smoothie then laughed loudly. The other customers in Eli’s began to stare.

      “So, uh—” Rose began, but Valerie cut her off with more laughter. Rose turned bright red, and embarrassed, said, “Puh-lease!”

      “Nobody would believe it,” Valerie giggled. “They all mix us up, but I guarantee if we switched, they’d notice.”

      Rose pouted, “Val, please! My parents would never let me stay home! They hate leaving their ‘baby girl’ alone. They’d drag me to it even if I were possessed.”

      Valerie sighed, “And what are you gonna do instead? What would you do as Valerie Hart?”

      “I don’t know, but anything is better than seeing the weird annoying side of my family!”

      “Haha, yeah,” Valerie said. “So I get to be the lucky one stuck with ‘em.”
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      The girls went their separate ways after they were done at Eli’s Creamery. They used to be neighbors until the Hawthorns moved five or six blocks away. Rose walked into her house. The lights were off.

      Cold air inside her home traced her body. It’s like I walked into The Twilight Zone.

      “Mom? Dad? Orion? Anyone home?”

      Rose’s room was upstairs. It was almost creepy how similar it looked to Valerie’s room; the main difference was Rose had a pile of novels to read instead of a pile of comics like Valerie had, and Rose did not have any movie posters on her wall like Valerie did. Everything else was the same: the placement of the dressers, the same type of desk, the blue piggybank on the right corner of the desk, and even the same bedsheets on the bed that each girl had in the corner of their rooms. She set her book bag down on the desk and plugged her phone into the charger, then yawned.

      Just as she turned away from her desk and started toward her dresser, her phone vibrated. She turned back and picked it up. On her lock screen was a text from Val: I’ll do it.

      😊 thanks.

      Valerie’s reply came a minute later. No problem.

      Rose changed into a t-shirt and shorts and laid down on her bed. As she shut her eyes, a bark came from the hallway. Her pug, Peanut, ran into the room, then struggled to get onto the bed.

      “I missed you too, Peanut,” Rose said, reaching over to pick her up. She cuddled with her dog and read an Agatha Christie novel well into the night.
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      Valerie Hart laid down to sleep in her own bed and quickly drifted away into a dreamless rest. Valerie was unaware of the eyes that watched her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Valerie awoke on Saturday morning to sunlight bugging her eyes. She forgot to close her curtains the night before, and precious golden beams of light filled the room. As she lay there, she reached up to her headboard and searched for the bottle of water she left there, and accidentally knocked it to the floor. Valerie groaned, then grabbed it. She could already tell it was not going to be her day.

      A button-through shirt and jeans were Valerie’s outfit for the day; she got dressed and grabbed her book bag, then went downstairs, passed by her parents’ room, then went into the kitchen and made toast, which she ate on her walk to the Carpenter Library.

      She arrived and sat the desk by the window on the third floor, which gave her the best view of the little pond behind the building where some people sat and relaxed. She took out her algebra book and laptop and got to work.

      “Um, hey, Valerie,” somebody said. She almost recognized the voice. Almost.

      She turned and saw the guy from yesterday who said he didn’t enjoy the poetry homework.

      What was his name? Shit. Oh God, I hope he doesn’t hit on me. Crap… his name… his name… Shawn?

      “Shawn, right?” she said.

      “Uh, y-yeah,” he said. “Sorry to bother you, I see you’re studying…”

      “It’s just math,” Valerie said. “I’m on the border of getting a C. I hate algebra.”

      “I have an A,” Shawn said. “It’s easy for me.

      “Math is not easy for me at all.”

      Shawn asked, “What is?”

      And Valerie thought for a moment, then said, “English, probably.” And trying to get the topic off of school, added, “So what are you up to today?”

      “Oh, just printed out a paper for this elective I’m taking,” he said. “It’s—my paper’s about the Midwest… and the criminal justice system and how it differs from state to state. But when you think about it… Gacy, Gein, Dahmer… there must be something in the water up there, huh?”

      Valerie laughed. She thought, Maybe he isn’t too bad, after all.
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      Of all things to do on a Saturday, Rose Hawthorn got up to clean and reorganize. She started with cleaning the dog hair from her covers—that was the downside of having a dog, the hair got everywhere. As she ripped off the sticky sheet from the lint roller, her phone vibrated.

      I’ll be seeing you in a few days, right? the message from Shelly had read. Rose’s thumbs hovered over the screen, debating what to say, then another text appeared: Aren’t family parties the best?

      Rose rolled her eyes. You will totally be seeing me.

      She set her phone down on her desk, but it went off again. She ignored it, but it vibrated another three times and she figured it must be important, and so she picked it back up and viewed the texts from the dropdown. She didn’t want to open them; she saw from the previews of the texts that they weren’t important at all. They read:

      Do you remember that time like two…

      And then when I went to…

      Anyways, how is everything with…

      Hello? Rose? You there? Where did…

      Rose put her phone on silent. Peanut scratched at her feet, then ran to the door. Rose understood what Peanut meant. She grabbed the leash from the floor, put it on Peanut’s collar, and took her outside for a walk. The sky went from an unusual shine that morning back to its typical dreary self. The dark, dense clouds depressed her, and soon the heavens would be washed in shades of gray. Rose sighed, and when she got to the end of the block, turned around. Peanut tugged on her leash. She wanted to play.

      “Not today, Peanut,” Rose said. “It’s about to rain. Come on. Back inside.”

      It’s always dull and bleak here, Rose thought below that colorless carpenter sky. The sky looked beautiful this morning, but I guess it’s silly to think we’d have a nice day out for once.

      It drizzled as she approached the newly laid cement steps to her house. Peanut barked. Rose sighed. Peanut hadn’t used the bathroom yet, so Rose took her to the back yard, only slightly angry at getting soaked, and waited for Peanut to relieve herself.

      She took Peanut back inside and passed Orion in the kitchen.

      “Hi, Rosie,” he said.

      “What’s for dinner?” Rose asked.

      “Ham.”

      “Oh.”

      Rose didn’t like ham. Orion made it all the time. Rose wished for a change in her life. She wanted something new.
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        From Rose Hawthorn’s diary

      

      

      “Boring day so far, and not much to do… and not much I feel like doing. Today was supposed to be a day of cleaning, but right now all I wanna do is lie in bed. I took Peanut for a walk but had to turn around once I got to the end of the block. Stupid weather. I’m getting sick, which sucks because when I get sick, I get sick for A WHILE and if I get out of this party, the highlight of my plans will be blowing my nose for hours. Maybe I’ll watch some movies or something. I’ve been meaning to catch up on my list of movies. It’s just…

      Carpenter. Such a somber and dull place. I remember taking a trip once to Raven Hill, and I think Carpenter and Raven Hill are two sides of the same coin, both are so depressing. That’s the only way to describe them, they’re the essence of dreary. This place turns you off from doing stuff. I swear there’s something in the air here that makes you lazy. Whenever I go to Radley or Gem City or anywhere else it feels fine. What’s up with this city?

      One day I’ll move, thought One day I’ll get out of this place…”
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      There was something unsettling that Valerie Hart could not place her finger on when she walked home a couple hours later with Shawn Porter. She tried to ignore it and tell herself everything was fine. Maybe her stomach only hurt from the cold that rode the wind. Maybe that was all there was to it. But she knew how Carpenter could be—it always gave a sickening, melancholy feeling that made her—and everyone—so dismal. The damp ground below her feet and the drizzling rain that started up again did not help much, either.

      Shawn shuffled along beside her, looking around like he wasn’t familiar with the area. But they were close to the school, so she assumed he’d figure it out.

      Valerie stopped.

      “Well, this is my house,” she said. “I’ll see you around.”

      Shawn opened his mouth a couple of times before speaking.

      “Oh, uh, bye,” he said.

      Valerie walked up the path to her house and held in a laugh. He was awkward, and it was adorable and comedic.

      “Hey, honey,” her mom looked up from the computer when Valerie opened the door. “Where were you?”

      “Studying,” Valerie said. “At the library.”

      Her mother turned back to her screen. Valerie went up to her room, grabbed a Sweettart from the bag, then set it back down. Her stomach hurt from a feeling of uncertainty.

      I have the strangest feeling lately… that something isn’t quite right, Valerie thought. But what?

      She kicked off her shoes and socks, grabbed a comic book from her to-read stack, and relaxed. She could always escape the world when she opened the pages of a comic. In a shitty place like Carpenter, people tried to escape as often as possible.

      Still, the feeling of being watched haunted her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Shawn Porter leaned against the locker next to Valerie’s. “Valerie, you’ve got the worst music taste of anybody I know. I should make you a playlist.”

      “Do I get to make you one back, shithead?” she asked.

      “I don’t know.” Shawn laughed. “I don’t want to endlessly bleed from my ears.”

      “Fuck you.”

      Shawn found new confidence in himself today. It was much easier for him to talk to Valerie now than it had been to talk to girls in the past. She was nicer to him than most people had been. It was only Monday, and they had only talked since Saturday, but he already had a huge crush on her.

      Don’t screw this up, he told himself. He had done that plenty of times. Heartbreak was nothing new to him; his first and only kiss, Caitlyn, had left him a year ago, and it still stung. He passed her in the hallways from time to time, but it killed him to pretend as if he never knew her at all. He kept his distance. After all, Caitlyn was a piece of shit, so he wasn’t missing out, but he missed her just the same.

      But that was then, and right now he had a gorgeous lady in front of him. He was certain there wasn’t a pair of eyes that shined as bright blue as Valerie’s did. They brought out the light freckles he hadn’t noticed before. Oh, and her lips—he couldn’t stop thinking about those pale pink lips. They were a mystery he could spend a lifetime unraveling.

      And just as Shawn wanted to ask her if she was free to watch a movie—

      “Hi,” Rose approached them. “I need to steal Val for a second.”

      Val and Rose walked away without another word.

      “Yeah, uh, see you in class?” Shawn asked. Neither girl responded to him.
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      Not only did Rose feel nervous throughout the school day, but she also felt silly. Part of her only wanted to do this because she was curious deep down if she and Valerie could pull it off. They were practically twins outside of the bluish half-moons beneath her eyes. She hadn’t slept much the previous night. Valerie clearly had. Valerie saw it as humorous. And Rose began to wonder why a switcheroo was so important to her. She nearly backed out. Nearly.

      What was that dumb show about the girls who switched places? Rose wondered. It all feels like a shitty TV show pilot.

      The dreadful parts of school did not faze Rose today. Everything was a blur and it was as if she were on autopilot. The ring of the bell announced the end of the school day. She grabbed her books, got all her belongings together, then met Valerie at the front doors—and even then, she was still on autopilot.

      “You could scare the shit out of a toilet,” Valerie said.

      “Huh?”

      Valerie shrugged. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “Feeling weird about—about the thing we’re gonna do today,” Rose said. “Switching. You still want to, right?”

      “Sure, bitch.”

      “I’m so nervous.”

      “Nervous?” Valerie laughed. “Don’t get your nipples in a twist. I thought this was a joke. Aren’t you just doing this switch as a joke?”

      “I—I guess,” Rose said, feeling smaller and smaller and fidgeting with the hangnails on her thumbs.

      “I’ll meet you at my house if you still feel like switching,” Valerie said.

      And with that, Valerie went one way and Rose went another. As they walked through the streets of Carpenter, the terror deep inside was brewing. Everything was in place.
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      Under an hour later, Rose arrived at Valerie’shouse with a small duffle bag under her arm and lightly knocked on the door. She cracked her fingers over and over until Valerie answered with a smile and let her inside. They went to Valerie’s room.

      “Feeling any better?” Valerie asked.

      “A little,” Rose said. “I’m getting sick, so that doesn’t help, and my throat is a little sore and-and-and—”

      She sneezed as if on cue.

      “If you get boogers on my pillow…”

      Rose sneezed again, then said, “I promise, I won’t.”

      Rose set her bag down on Valerie’s bed, then looked through the dresser for clothes.

      “What was that?” Valerie said.

      “What was what?” Rose asked, looking up.

      “I thought I saw something—someone—in the closet.”

      Rose glanced that way, but only darkness came through the slats in the door. “Are you sure?”

      Valerie rubbed her eyes and blinked. “Maybe not. It looked like eyes. All weary and red, but they didn’t blink—they were empty and listless, like there was no soul behind them.”

      Valerie took a step toward the closet, and Rose could see her hands shaking.

      She flung the door open; there was nobody inside. She sighed in relief.

      “See? Just your imagination,” Rose said.

      “Yeah, you’re right,” Valerie said, but her voice still trembled. She went to Rose’s bag and pulled out jeans and a plain red shirt. Rose was changing into one of Valerie’s typical button-up shirts. It felt alien to her.

      “Look at you!” Valerie said. “Once I get back, I’ll take you shopping. Purple looks great on you, Rose.”

      Rose began to take her hair out of the bun she always kept it in. “Just remember not to wear your hair down.”

      “Oh, yeah. I almost forgot.”

      Rose laughed at the grimace on Valerie’s face. “It’s only for a day. You can wear a bad hairstyle until then.”

      “You know,” Valerie said, “the funniest part is gonna be you trying to curse around my parents.”

      “I curse sometimes,” Rose said. “And wait, doesn’t your mother have a swear jar? I bet you’d practically pay the bills if you actually put a dollar in like you’re supposed to.”

      “Yeah.” Valerie laughed.

      Rose reached around in her pocket, found her phone, and tossed it to Valerie, who surprisingly caught it.

      “Let’s switch phones.”

      “Already?” Valerie said.

      “Heh, if you’re gonna be Rose, it’s your job to put up with dozens of annoying daily texts from Shelly.”

      Val looked at Rose like she was a thousand percent done with her shit.

      Rose moved her duffle bag to the floor, then jumped on Valerie’s bed, and said, “Sweet—ACHOO!—Sorry.”

      Valerie rolled her eyes.

      Rose smiled. “Sweet, I get to be Valerie for a day and a half. What will I do all day?”

      “With how nasally you sound, bitch, you should probably stay in bed.”
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      Wind screamed over the rooftop. All went quiet. After five minutes, Valerie—now pretending to be Rose—left her house and headed on to the familiar house on Wichmann Street. The eyes she was absolutely certain she had seen were etched into her mind; it was as vivid as that first moment she had glimpsed them.

      They’re familiar, she thought.

      The phone vibrating in her pocket broke her thought and took her back to reality. Valerie took out Rose’s phone. There was a text from Shelly.

      It said, Hey!!! What’s up???

      Valerie put it back in her pocket, and thought, Rose, you were not kidding.

      Then Valerie looked over her shoulder, certain somebody was behind her, but all that greeted her was the empty street. There was not a single car or person to be seen. Valerie shivered, then hurried the rest of the way to the Hawthorn residence.
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        From Rose Hawthorn’s diary

      

      

      “Me and Val switched today, and I hope she’s okay with it all and doesn’t change her mind last second. Ugh, I can’t imagine being sick and around that side of the family. I feel a little weird. A little better, yet still weird. I can’t shake it. Maybe it’s the cold talking—I’ve been sneezing all day and I grimace every time I drink or eat something.

      This has to be the weirdest thing anyone has ever done, having their friend pretend to be them. I bet it won’t work. Any minute now Val’ll be calling me up and my mom will be yelling in the background for her little baby darling to get back there immediately.
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      Rose shut the diary, knelt next to the bed, then reached her hands under the covers that ran off the sides of the bed and prevented her from seeing underneath. She felt around for the duffle bag, and once she found it, she put the diary away. As she slipped it back under the bed—and reminisced about the illogical fear that the space below the mattress brought her as a child—something bright caught her eye.

      She moved the covers for a better look, and was clueless as to why there was a knife under there. Rose studied it. There was not a single fingerprint on the blade. It was squeaky clean.

      “Why’s Val got this here?”

      She felt eyes boring into the back of her neck and jerked her head up, but no one was there.
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      The first thing Valerie saw as she entered the Hawthorn residence was Mr. Hawthorn—Jack, who, in his hippie days, used to go by the nickname Scout—with his credit cards out and mumbling about the damn bills he was paying on the computer.

      “Hey Rosie!” he said. “Where’ve you been? I haven’t seen you all day.”

      “Hi, Dad,” Valerie said, then threw in a fake cough. “Sorry, I was at Val’s.”

      Valerie quickly went to Rose’s room and shut the door. Peanut the pug barked from the bed.

      BARK! BARK! BARK!

      Peanut hopped down, stood a foot away from Valerie, and barked furiously. Valerie couldn’t help but laugh at the pug’s adorable barking. She kneeled next to Peanut then petted her, and said, “Relax.”

      And so Peanut did relax, then rolled over to be petted even more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      An odd silence overtook the ride to school. Rose’s brother Orion did not give any indication if he knew that the girl sitting next to him was not his sister. Valerie—although it took little effort—played her part well. Orion stopped at the Hart’s house, and Valerie called Rose on the phone to tell her that they were outside. Rose hurried out, and Valerie stifled a sneer at Rose’s lack of acting ability. It was nothing suspicious, but it was something that Valerie would not typically do. She was always late.

      Orion stopped in front of their school. “Bye,” he said with a smile.

      The girls smiled back and left, and walked up the path to the big front doors of Carpenter High. The sky above them was overtaken by a blanket of black clouds; there was no blue at all. It was as if they were under a dome of dread. Valerie looked up and shuddered. And with every step they took, the unforeseen terror rose.

      “Hey, Valerie,” one of Valerie’s friends said to Rose.

      Rose walked quickly with her head down.

      Valerie elbowed her. “You’re me, remember? You have to pretend not to be shy.”

      “Oh, hey,” Rose smiled.

      Valerie led the way into Mr. Starkey’s class, and Rose heaved a loud sigh.

      She leaned over to Valerie and whispered, “How was it being Rose?”

      “Awkward,” Valerie said quietly. “I don’t get how your parents couldn’t tell…”

      Rose leaned even closer, almost falling out of her seat, and said, “Did you know there was a knife under your bed?”

      The bell rang.

      “What kni—”

      “Ladies,” Mr. Starkey said, “class has started, please leave all talking for afterwards or unless I specify.”

      He turned to the board and wrote out CHAPTER FOUR.

      Class couldn’t have dragged any slower. Valerie eyed Rose as her nervousness played out in tapping her fingers on her desk, biting her lip, and wiggling her leg.

      At the sound of the bell forty-five minutes later, she let out a sigh. She wouldn’t let on, but she wasn’t as confident about the switch as she pretended.

      That’s one class down, Valerie thought. Let’s hope this goes well.

      Valerie stretched—even with all the sleep she had gotten, exhaustion still made her eyelids heavy—then went to her locker.

      At the locker, Shawn Porter approached her and said, “What’s up?” with a nervous smile.

      Val yawned, and forgetting she was supposed to be Rose, said, “Nothing. I’m tired.”

      “Val, uh, would you like to go out tonight?”

      Shawn’s hands fidgeted around the spirals of his notebooks. He bit his lip, awkwardly waiting for her to respond. Valerie hated the awkward silence.

      She broke it. “I can’t, I have a-a, uh, family thing. I’m sorry.”

      Shawn walked away and she felt bad for saying no. She did not know if he even replied; she hurried off.

      I BLEW IT I BLEW IT I BLEW IT, she yelled at herself.

      In her rush, she grabbed the wrong textbooks. She searched the long hallway for Rose and did not see her until she neared Mrs. Lawson’s class. Valerie gave Rose a worried glance.

      Concern in her eyes, Rose walked up to her and asked in a low tone, “What’s wrong?” She put her hand on Rose’s arm and pushed her to the side.

      “I sorta blew our cover,” Valerie said. “I responded to Shawn when he called me Val.”

      “It’s not a big deal, he’s not in on our plans… and maybe you should take your own advice.”

      Valerie, confused, replied, “My own advice?”

      “Don’t get your nipples in a twist,” Rose laughed.

      Valerie laughed too.

      Crisis averted. Things were good.

      The bell to begin class sounded, and they walked into Mrs. Lawson’s room for biology just after it did. Mrs. Lawson did not mention that they were technically late. The results of yesterday’s quiz were placed face down on each student’s assigned desk. Some kids were already erasing and changing answers when the teacher wasn’t looking.

      “As you can see, your quizzes from last class are now graded. You may flip them over and ask any questions.”

      The goody-two-shoes Alexis raised her hand, “Wasn’t number three supposed to be ‘A’?”

      Mrs. Lawson looked down at the answer, and said, “Oh, did I mark that one wrong? I’ll change it in my gradebook. Anybody else have a question about their grade?”

      Valerie raised her hand.

      Without a doubt, Mrs. Lawson said, “Yes, Valerie?”

      And Valerie said, “I’m Rose.”

      “Oh. Sorry, Rose.”

      A look of realization crept upon Shawn’s face.

      Something isn’t right, he thought.
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      As the time came that evening for Valerie to leave with the Hawthorn family, Rose paced across Valerie’s room in nervous circles. It was such a silly thing they were doing, but now nerves raced through her.

      The net of doom was closing in more and more tightly.

      When a text from Valerie appeared on the phone screen, Rose felt as if the fate of the world hinged on her decision to open it or ignore it.

      We’re leaving, it read.

      Rose smiled, then replied. Great. I was low-key scared you’d back out.

      This’ll be hilarious, Valerie replied.

      Yeah… try and have fun, I owe you big time. Rose messaged back.

      And to think, you didn’t even stay sick, so you can do whatever.

      Rose sent a smiley face, then put the phone back in her pocket. She wiped the sweat off her forehead, and finally, after feeling every emotion between guilt, fright, and nervousness, felt silly again.

      It wasn’t a day she’d usually get a smoothie on, yet she left Valerie’s house and went to Eli’s Creamery anyway. It was always cold inside the creamery, but it was worth it. She sat in the usual spot and looked out the window, smiled, and was relieved. Then she scrolled on the phone until she finished her drink, threw away the empty cup, then left. Two blocks down was Eaton Books, an independent book shop and one of the only two book shops left in Carpenter. She headed there with her favorite author in mind, Agatha Christie. She had read fifteen or twenty of her novels and short story collections and was losing track of which ones she had and had not read.

      Past the heavy door that she was sad to admit she struggled with opening were the familiar shelves of books. New books looked out of place on the old, wooden frames. The newest books from famous authors were the first ones displayed upon entering Eaton’s. Her favorite section—Mystery—was the section two rows to the right.

      She traced her fingertips over the spine of each book. This was the shop where she spent any money she could find as a child. Some of her favorite memories were spent here with her mom, picking out new paperbacks. Somewhere along the way she graduated from Captain Underpants and The Magic Treehouse and went on to Goosebumps, then Harry Potter, and from there to Agatha Christie and Arthur Conan Doyle.

      She settled on buying Peril at End House.
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      The Hawthorns’ car pulled up to Shelly’s house, and as it did, Valerie understood after one car ride why Rose would be annoyed spending the day with her family. Rose’s parents bickered over the smallest things, like how loud the radio should go and if it was better to deal with the wind and roll the windows down or whether the rattling air conditioner was preferable. It nearly made Val give up the joke and ask to be taken home. Valerie got out of the car, and the delicious aroma wafting from piles of barbecued ribs erased any thought of annoyance from her mind.

      Then Shelly Hawthorn ruined it.

      “Rosie!” she yelled. “I’ve missed you!”

      “I missed you too, Shelly,” Valerie said, reluctantly pretending to be happy about seeing her.

      Shelly hugged her and squeezed her so tight that Valerie could feel herself being blue.

      “Do you mind not hugging me to death?”

      “Sorry!”

      Beneath the ugly glasses and hair that looked like a cat had eaten it then thrown it up, Shelly was beautiful. Shelly bounced on her toes, her excitement overwhelming her as she rambled on about the new kittens that had been born in the barn down the street. Valerie took a deep breath. Shelly clearly had no idea that her overenthusiasm came across as annoying. It was the least Valerie could do to go along with it and just let Shelly enjoy herself.

      After a moment, Valerie grabbed a plate and filled it with ribs. A stranger approached her.

      “Rose, I remember when you were two years old,” he said. “Do you remember me?”

      “Um… I think so, but please refresh my memory. Who are you?” So this is how my night’ll be…

      She pretended to catch up with the man—one of Rose’s distant uncles—and then sat down next to Shelly who was alone and away from the guests at a table in the corner of the backyard. Valerie felt bad for her, especially with Rose’s distaste for her. Valerie gave her a smile.

      “We gotta see each other more often,” Shelly said. “Why don’t you ever visit me? You don’t live too far…”

      Valerie thought, Same could be said for you, why don’t you visit Rose if it isn’t ‘too far’?

      Thinking of something Rose might say, Val replied, “I… I don’t know. Life, I guess?”

      “We used to hang out so much as kids, our parents always drove us to each other,” Shelly said.

      A very awkward apology left Valerie’s mouth. “I’m sorry.”

      “How’s your book collection?” Shelly suddenly changed subjects. “Still an Agatha Christie fanatic?”

      It took Valerie a moment to remember that she was supposed to be Rose and Rose loved Agatha Christie. “Yeah,” she said. Then, “I’ve been reading comics lately.”

      Rose hadn’t, but Valerie had, and since she had no knowledge about Agatha Christie, she wanted to talk about something she did know about.

      “Really? And you didn’t tell me?” Shelly said. “I’ve been trying to get you to read comics forever.” She set her plate down and stood. “Come on.”

      Shelly led her through the house to a carpeted basement room with long florescent lightbulbs across the ceiling. The room was packed with shelves of novels and graphic novels. Across one wall were two tables full of long white boxes of comics, and next to them was a small bookcase overflowing with movies. On another wall was a couch with a small table in front of it with a TV and PlayStation. Valerie stared in awe. She did not know this part of Rose’s family was so damn cool.

      Valerie slowly walked up to the long boxes—taking everything in—and stopped at the box marked ‘McFarlane’. She thumbed through and tried not to go crazy. It was all McFarlane Spider-Man issues and various McFarlane covers of other characters.

      “Whoa,” Valerie said.

      “He’s my favorite artist,” Shelly said.
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      Rose was immersed in the fictional world placed between two covers. She quickly turned the page to see what would happen to Poirot, then—

      “Hey,” someone said.

      Rose jumped back, dropped her book on the steps, and banged her elbow into the railing. The edges of the pages got dirtied up with a little gunk, and she held her arm in pain.

      “Shawn? What’re you doing here?”

      “Rose? Where’s—where’s Valerie?”

      “Are you crazy? I am Valerie.”

      “I’d recognize her, okay?” he said. “And I know you’re not her, you two don’t even sound alike!”

      Rose shivered, partially from the icy air tracing her lungs, partially because Shawn was onto them. Here she was feeling as if they had just committed a crime. It wasn’t illegal to ditch a family party.

      Shawn sat on the step below her. “Are you okay? Is anyone in trouble?”

      “She’s just taking my place… so I can get out of a family gathering,” Rose said. The shivers worsened.

      “That’s it?” he said, relief softening his features.

      “I hate that half of my family.”

      “Why didn’t she tell me?” Shawn asked.

      “We were keeping it on the down-low…” Rose said, “but are you guys close?”

      “Not as close as I’d like to be,” he said.

      “Oh…”

      Shawn sighed, “Does she mention me?”

      “No, not really. But give it time, you hardly know her.”

      “I think I’m gonna go now. Bye, Rose.”

      “Goodbye, Shawn.”

      Shawn left and Rose went inside. It was at that moment that her life changed forever.
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      “The shop’s open until 8:30, if you wanna go with me,” Shelly said. “Do you think we can take your mom’s car?”

      Valerie shrugged, and said, “We can ask.”

      Shelly shut the door to the room behind them and they went back to the gathering outside. Flies were devouring the ribs Valerie and Shelly had left outside. Mrs. Hawthron was talking to some other lady—probably some ditsy aunt, Valerie thought—and it took her five minutes to get Mrs. Hawthorn’s attention.

      “Um, Mom?” she said. It was weird to call another lady ‘Mom’. “Can I borrow your car?”

      “Sure, honey.”

      And with that, they left the party. Valerie drove and Shelly gave the directions.

      “Turn left,” Shelly said as they neared and passed 111th street. But Shelly said it too late, and Valerie couldn’t turn.

      “You were supposed to go left. No big deal, though. I think I know another way.”

      “Sorry,” Valerie said.

      “No, no, it’s okay, it’s my fault,” Shelly said. “Let’s try making a left at the next light.”

      Heavy traffic and a detour had them turning right. Then another right. And soon they had forgotten which way they came from.

      “Are we lost?” Valerie asked.

      “No, we just need to U-turn back to… I think… was it 78th or 79th?”

      “94th…”

      “Okay,” Shelly said, “I have no clue where we are.”

      Valerie pulled over to the shoulder of the road. The night sky dimmed early, and the lack of cars on this road after all the heavy traffic detours moments ago was strange. Eerie silence unnerved her. Suddenly she was nervous; her palms were sweaty and her breaths were shallow.

      Valerie turned the keys in the ignition, “Let’s save gas while we search the maps.”

      She took out her phone and searched, as did Shelly.

      “Did you hear that?” Valerie asked.

      “Hear what?” Shelly replied.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The car was locked; the windows and doors were intact. No signs of forced entry—or any unwanted entry for that matter. The killer’s knife would slice through Shelly’s face first and then Valerie’s until the angels were unrecognizable; dozens of slashes in sporadic motions swam across their faces down to their necks. Blood spurted from the craters that were left in place of their severed noses; searing pain filled the sockets of their gouged out eyes. Death held them with a cold caress.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      One family mourned when they did not need to; one family was happy, unaware that their only child was dead. Rose—pretending to be Valerie, even at the funeral—couldn’t fathom that it was happening. She couldn’t describe it as anything other than emptiness—and emptiness weighed the most.
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        From Rose Hawthorn’s diary

      

      

      “I can’t bring myself to do it, I can’t bring myself to tell Val’s family that she’s dead and that I’mRose and that I’m alive. I feel nothing but guilt. I can’t stop crying and shaking. It’s all my fault, isn’t it? I can’t go on feeling like this… I feel so alone. I don’t know how long I can keep up the act. I always dreamt about being an actress, but this is the worst role I could ask for. Gosh, it even makes me depressed that my own family hasn’t recognized me, they haven’t realized their daughter is alive and just living a few blocks down…”
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      Tears spilled over the pages. Rose wanted to go back home.

      Is there any going back now?

      Deep down she knew there would not be. The time had long passed to drop that bombshell—it had been about two weeks. She picked up Valerie’s phone and checked the time. 7:00 PM on a Wednesday. Her parents—if she could even call them that—wouldn’t be home, they’d be off at their church or meditation or whatever the hell it was they did, Rose wasn’t sure.

      She got off the bed and looked into the mirror, then wiped her tears away. It was getting hard to breathe again, but that was normal now. She sighed and searched for a pair of shoes, and once she put them on she hurried out of the house and walked to her real home.

      Paranoia sank deep into her mind as the sun sank deeper into the sky and the moon began to emerge. Streetlights had been on for a half hour already; it got dark early in Carpenter. Her head twitched over her shoulder repeatedly. She was sure that eyes were watching her… the feeling had been there since before Valerie died.

      She took out Valerie’s keychain, which had a key to the Hawthorns’ house, and opened the back door. Rose locked the door behind herself, then crept to her old room, constantly looking down the hallways and eyeing over her shoulders just in case somebody happened to be home.

      Rose collapsed on her bed and sobbed.

      “Oh, Valerie,” she said.

      It felt as if she hadn’t been in here before. The room was a stranger to her. Peanut the pug ran in and barked.

      “Peanut? It’s me.”

      She knelt down to pet her. Peanut whimpered, then ran out and down the hall. Rose lay down on the floor and sobbed some more, but it was short lived. A shine caught her eye. Confused, she reached under the bed and pulled out the knife that was there.

      “Huh?” she said, then thought, I found one of these under Val’s bed… why is one in here too?

      A rock hit the window and a scream came out from behind her lips. She slammed the bedroom door shut and locked it, then crawled to the window and peeked out of the bottom corner. There was nobody outside. She rested against the wall until she got her breath back. She remembered something and hurried to her dresser. She reached into the space below it, only a little grossed out by the dust all over her hand.

      This is where Val kept her diary in her room… if she hid it here, I don’t want anybody to find it and find out we switched. My whole life would be over. I’d be the worst person on earth for holding this secret this long. But I couldn’t have revealed it, I found out in the morning, and so many people knew. I couldn’t have said that they had it all wrong. Oh gosh. It better be here.

      And there it was.

      Oh, Val… oh Val, oh Val, Val, Val, Val.

      She held it tightly against her body. Tears came again suddenly, and Rose couldn’t catch her breath for fifteen minutes. Once she had her emotions under control, she left her old home and went back to the Harts’.

      She hated herself.
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        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “I can’t shake this panicky feeling. Every night when I sleep, I feel a man hover over me. I can’t look at who he is. He watches me. He watches me with nasty thoughts. I don’t know where he disappears to, but he comes back every night. I’m being watched. I know it. That’s why I keep the knife under my pillow, and one under my bed. I know one day I’ll turn and see who it is, and I’ll scream and he’ll grab me and during the struggle I’ll slash right through his chest and he’ll fall over and never bother me again…”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Valerie, what was wrong with you? Rose thought. Why did I never know this?

      Mrs. Hart walked into the room, “Valerie?”

      “Y-yes?” Rose replied.

      With a wink, Mrs. Hart said, “There’s a boy here to see you.”

      Mrs. Hart left, and Rose hid the diary in a drawer. She threw on shoes without attempting to find socks and rushed to the front door. Shawn was waiting for her.

      “Shawn…” she said.

      “How’re you?” he asked.

      “Depressed.”

      He nodded. “Care to go for a walk?”

      She closed the door and they walked in silence for a couple blocks.

      “Do you hate me?” Rose asked.

      “No,” Shawn said. “I just need to ask… are you ever telling them? You ever gonna tell anyone that they buried the wrong girl?”

      “No!” she replied with subtle anger in her voice. “How can I?”

      “I don’t know,” he said, and silence carried for a minute.

      “Is that all you came here to ask?” Rose said.

      With melancholy in his voice, he answered, “I don’t know what else to ask. Are you okay?”

      “I don’t know if I’ll ever be okay, Shawn,” Rose said. She was crying again. “W-we-we had been friends sin-since we were born. We lived on—we lived on the—the same block for a wh-while before I—before my family moved. We—she was a sister to m-me.”

      “I was just a guy with a silly crush,” he said. “I can’t imagine what you feel, Rose.”

      “I hope Valerie is happy… wherever she is.”

      Shawn hugged her.

      Rose was tired and there was an empty park on the block next to them, so she walked there and made her way to the swing set. Shawn followed and sat on the swing next to her. Neither swung, they both sat in silence. The sable sky would begin to rain any minute.

      “Do you need anything?” he asked.

      “Shawn, you’re too nice,” she said. “But—but you don’t have to worry about me.”

      “I’ll always be here for you Valer—I mean Rose,” he said. “Dammit. I’m so sorry, I-I didn’t mean to call you—you just look so much like her.”

      Rose stood up and said, “It’s okay.”

      She kissed him.
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      Deep into the darkness, deep into the night, there was a hand holding a knife and kneeling over a young woman’s body that would be found in the morning; her left eye was cut out, and her nose was missing. What seemed like millions of long slashes covered every inch of her face—there was almost no skin left. Her blood poured out and slithered through the pavement and buried itself in the dirt.

      Whoever killed Valerie and Shelly had now killed again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        From Rose Hawthorn’s diary

      

      

      “My first entry… I don’t know what to say in here. The cover looked cute, so I bought it. I might use this as a dream journal instead of a diary. Usually I don’t remember my dreams, but last night I did, and I woke up when I got that falling feeling. Don’t know why I got it, my dream was that I walked into a store. There was no falling. It was actually the store where I bought this… diary. I’m not the superstitious type, but maybe there’s something to it. Maybe.

      I know Rose keeps a little journal herself. She tells me it helps her, I think it was something she read online once. She’s a nervous person and she says it helps her to focus.

      I don’t mean to sound like a pretentious cunt by thinking a dream meant something, but it was the only time a dream felt real to me. I already feel retarded writing this down—like I’m missing a damn chromosome. But I still feel tingles in my hands when I think of last night’s dream… so I think maybe… maybe there could be something there. Maybe if I retrace my steps I can figure it out…

      Yesterday. Wednesday. A shit day at school—junior year blows and I’m sure senior year will be a gallon of horse shit. Typical. I’m stuck for eight hours or whatever with a bunch of whores and boneheads. God, I cannot stand stupid people.

      All during study hall I sat next to some bitches who wouldn’t shut their fucking mouths. God wasted two perfectly fine assholes when he gave their mouths teeth. The damn jizz jacuzzies next to me went on and on about getting laid at some party. Gross. Their details are the last thing I wanna hear.

      Then I walked home and it rained on me. My fucking eBay package was on the porch. Got totally soaked. There goes another book to water damage.

      Then it was homework. Then after homework I called Rose and we talked as our show came on TV. I had chicken casserole for dinner and drank a big cup of water before bed. I put on my early 2000s playlist to help me sleep. I wasn’t that tired but had to get up for another shitshow at school.

      My dream started very sunny—the total opposite of the weather here. I was in the middle of the street in clothes I had slept in. I honestly thought it was real. I got to the sidewalk and yawned in my dream, then I walked into the store and up the escalator. And after I got there I just… I woke up. With that falling feeling. I’d rather have a broken ankle than that feeling. Nearly gave me a heart attack.

      But anyway, that was yesterday and my dream last night. This morning I woke up fine. Rose and her brother Orion picked me up for school. Orion’s nice but he’s a bit of a shit.

      So I got to school and forgot about my dream or anything from yesterday. I’m not a superstitious girl. I went home after school and saw my mom was heading to her car. I asked where she was going, and she told me she was headed to buy a few things from the store (the one in my dream), and she offered to let me to go with, so I accepted. I didn’t think about it once since the morning but I now felt as if I had to go.

      I felt so retarded thinking my dream meant something.

      So I went and we looked around, and she’s picking out this and that. Hell if I even know what she went there for. So I walk away from her and look around on my own, and I started going through the aisles with all the pens and sharpies and highlighters. That sorta shit. And I passed the notebooks and there were a few diaries. The pink was so shiny, and it had a cheap little lock on it. Somehow I grabbed it without thinking. I don’t even remember grabbing it, it was simply in my hands. I traced over the blank pages and grabbed a pack of gel pens then found my mom.

      She said, ‘A diary, huh?’

      And I was so embarrassed so I lied, all, ‘Rose wanted me to keep one, too.’ and I told her about Rose’s diary and how it helps Rose. I threw in some bullshit about being supportive. She bought it all, of course, why wouldn’t she?

      So that’s how I ended up with this damn thing. And here I am now writing.

      Why?

      Why am I doing this? Why am I writing here?

      As the words pour out of my pen, it all feels… right. Natural. Like I should’ve done this a long time ago. A dream brought me here and I’d rather use this to keep track of dreams. I think. Because I usually don’t have the most interesting of lives to write about.

      Whoa. I wrote so much. That’s enough for today. I got other shit to do.

      Will I write in here tomorrow?

      Maybe if I dream…”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “I didn’t dream. If I did, I didn’t remember it. Today’s Friday and I can’t believe I’m spending my night writing. But it’s 10:30 PM and I made no plans. School wasn’t shit today… everyone left me alone for once. I hate putting up with the fucking annoying people at Carpenter High. I’m gonna need a job away from any and all people one day.

      So what’s a Friday like as Valerie Hart?

      For one, I have a tradition with Rose Hawthorn and I don’t know how it started. Every Monday and Friday we walk down to Eli’s Creamery. A lot of places in Carpenter are old fashioned. Eli’s is an old building, old machinery, old everything minus the tables and curtains and the security cameras. Homey place.

      So today we each got a smoothie and sat by the window. Poor Rosie couldn’t stop shivering. It’s not that cold there, just a bit. Then after that, Rose drags me to the… Eatin’s? Eaton’s? The bookstore. Whatever. Rose and I never agree on books. She likes novels and I like anything with pictures. I just get so fucking bored of looking at blocks of words. Who can read more than two pages of a novel and not be sleepy?

      She bought some mystery shit like always, and I just scrolled on my phone. Then her mom drove us to the mall. I get spending money from my parents ‘cuz I’m their only child. I get whatever money I want. Rose had an older sister who died after a couple of months, and her parents are pretty damn nuts—and religious nuts at that (mine can be too)—but they shower her in money, and I think they feel guilt over their first daughter dying. They did some big prayer meeting with their… is it a church? I don’t know what they are. They pray at some place but I don’t think it’s a church. And they were all “Oh Holy Lord, if you give us a daughter we will dedicate her to you and love her forever and ever” or some insane thing. And a year and a half later Rose came along.

      Her sister was named Summer, after their mom Summer Hawthorn. Mr. and Mrs. Hawthorn used to be hippies and went by Scout and Ocean or some weird thing. I wonder if they still feel the effects of the LSD they took. But it’s why they named their kids Orion and Rose. Hippie names… where was I going with this?

      Oh yeah, her sister. So they give Rose whatever she wants just like my parents do for me. And they’re also real protective. That’s why we had to leave the mall by 7:30 when they picked us up again. I got some new jeans and a bag of candy from the overpriced candy shop. Rose got a sweater and some book. Always a book with her. I went over to their house for a little, and we played Uno and watched TV.

      I told her how I had my first drink last week. Dad always buys a case or two every month so I finally snuck one. It tastes better after a bit. She didn’t want to try it when I offered for her to come over so I could sneak her one. Dad wouldn’t notice. But she said no. I left at ten. I wanted to walk back, but they’re overprotective of me too, or something. Her parents drove me home. It’s only a few blocks but Rose even came with.

      I got home, cracked open just one beer, then laid here. I left the diary on my dresser yesterday, and then it gave me that same shining it did in the store. Except this time I remember grabbing it.

      I know. My life’s nothing crazy. For a bitch that always complains you’d figure it’s terrible. But no. I have an average life. And I’m unsure where it’s going. People (mostly Mom and Dad) have been asking me what I’m gonna do with my life…

      I’ll be damned if I know.”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “Again no dreams.

      It’s Saturday morning and I’ve just sat down in the fucking library. I study. I make good grades. And I can’t figure out why I even bother. I’m here every other Saturday. It gives me something to do. And it makes me worry that I’m a loser. Part of me cares what people think… and God, I see how that effects (affects?) Rose, and I worry I’ll be like her.

      A nervous ball of… a ball of nervous.

      Why am I spilling my emotions into this book?

      Fuck me.

      What else can I even tell you?

      I’m done with this book. Tonight I’m shredding it.”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “I couldn’t do it.

      It’s been a week since I last wrote in here. Each day I held the pages in my hand, ready to tear them out. I had every intent to put them in the shredder. Or even to just burn this book. But I couldn’t. I need to write in it.

      I think it helps me. Now I sound like a softie.

      So what’ve I done in the past week?

      I dreamed. Every single night.

      Last Saturday: I dreamed I was swimming. The pool was big, and even in my sleep, I could tell the water was warm. I like swimming. I don’t get to go often. I think it was a pool from a hotel we stayed at a few years ago, when we went on vacation to a beach in Florida. The hotel had a few pools. It brought back some nice memories.

      Sunday night: I dreamed I was in college and failed a test. I dreamed that I drove home depressed. I dreamed that I told my parents and got grounded. What a fucking lame ass dream. But I need to write them down. I never dream this often.

      Monday: Gosh it’s getting hard to remember. Monday… Monday… Monday’s was (I think) I was at my old neighbor’s house and I was seven again. I used to have a neighbor I played with. I can’t remember her name and neither do my parents. She was pale and had long red hair that was always in two ugly pigtails. She was a quiet one. At least that’s what my dream and mind tell me. I can hardly remember being seven… but I know she was real.

      And I can’t seem to figure out how my mind chooses dreams.

      Tuesday: My biggest fear is bugs. I dreamt I was in my kitchen and my shoulder itched. I scratched it and then looked—everything was in slow motion, and it took my head like a whole fucking year to turn—and I saw a little red ant. I hit at it and it wouldn’t leave. Then it crawled to my neck and into my hair. One single ant terrorized the hell out of me. I kept hitting at it and hurting myself in my dream when I did. Oddly enough, I woke up with a sore neck… right where I had hit… but the dream doesn’t end there. The minuscule red ant crawled all over me, I just kept on hitting and crying. I couldn’t catch him. Everything he touched in my dream hurt.

      When I woke up, I was on the brink of pissing my bed, I hope to God nobody finds this and laughs at me. My legs didn’t move for a moment, and I realized I slept on my side and my arm was all numb. My body still hurt when I went to the bathroom. It was the most painful piss of my life.

      Wednesday: I dreamed I was in the closed-down comic shop. It closed about a year ago when the books stopped moving. I was there in my dream with another girl from my school, Tina, who reads comics too. She and I had actually met there at the shop.

      What are these dreams trying to tell me?

      Thursday: I know I dreamed that night but I can’t remember it. I did remember it for a brief few moments when I woke up, and my mind was filled with the thick haze of sleep. The more I thought of it, the more I couldn’t remember. It slipped away. Gone forever. I was stressed from school from the day before. Maybe that’s why—I was still annoyed. Usually I’m under the radar but I got a stupid as fucking hell detention from some bitch teacher with a FUPA who’s just mad she doesn’t get her period anymore, all because I was ‘talking in class’. All I did was tell the guy that handed me my pencil that fell ‘thanks’.

      Bitch.

      Friday: Dreamed I was at my first concert. I don’t know the band. I was just there in the giant crowd as musicians played and I felt so tiny in the grand scheme of things. There were so many people there. What makes me important? Dammit, going soft again.

      And that brings us to today. Saturday. I’m not at the library. I just woke up from Friday night’s dream that I just wrote in here.

      What’s Saturday have in store? We shall see.

      If I’m being honest… this diary helps. It does. I’m… feeling better about myself. Fuck me for admitting that.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “It’s barely past midnight. I guess today’s technically Sunday but I’m continuing from Saturday. Rose wanted to hang. I said no. I’m her only friend, so I felt bad about it. I hung with Tina instead. My dream was right about the journal… so I tried to listen again. Dammit. I hate this. I feel something is going on.

      I went to her house, she had a lot of new comics I hadn’t heard of. She’s bigger into the indie comics scene than I am. I love the book she had, Bigfoot Bill by Doug TenNapel.

      Then we got coffee and went for a drive. Her house has a fire pit and we sat around it telling stories all night. She invited more people over. Five or six of us talking around the fire. One of the ugly guys tried to hit on me. Ew.

      He rehearsed some lines I’m sure he read online. Fucktard. The fatass doesn’t know the first thing about talking to a lady or to anyone. I texted Tina about it, wondering how she was friends with the douchebag. She said he tagged along with one of the others, she didn’t know him.

      He told me some cheesy lines about my eyes being expressive and I told him to screw himself with a baseball bat.

      He kept telling me lines so I left. He made me so angry. I understand one line or two. But this guy raised my blood pressure. Maybe if his voice wasn’t so fuckin’ annoying I could have tolerated it. I’d rather chew glass and listen to nails on a chalkboard than to hear his voice.

      That’s all I have to say. I had to vent.”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “I woke up refreshed and without a single memory of a dream. It’s 9 AM. I don’t know if I’ll be seeing Tina again soon. It was nice to catch up. I’m still angry about that bonehead. I think today I’m watching movies. Maybe a show. There’s a show called The Eclipse Theater that looks promising.

      Rose is coming over, too. In a past life we must’ve been sisters.

      Today will be a good day.”
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      “It was a good day. Rose is sleeping over. I’m hurrying to write in here while she’s in the shower. She takes forever so I think I have enough time to write.

      I almost choked on pizza. The show was scary but not that scary. And Rose jumped and her arm hit my neck as I swallowed. I spit it all up and coughed for an hour.

      How was she the sperm that won? God…

      I feel better now. So I guess it’s okay.

      We have school in the morning. I don’t want to go.

      I wonder if I’ll dream tonight…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        From Rose Hawthorn’s diary

      

      

      “Tired of getting smoothies (sometimes milkshakes) twice a week. I told Rose that, but she wasn’t tired of it. Today’s Thursday. I helped Mom clean the house yesterday after school—oh God, there was so much to clean up. I don’t know how she managed to find three garbage bags full of junk in my room while I was in school.

      I did the dishes, swept and mopped the kitchen and dining room, then mopped the bathroom and took out some garbage. I took a ten minute break to look at my phone and when I walked back into the kitchen I saw a few more plates in the sink. Fuckin A. How?

      Then I cleaned the basement with her and we were finished. I collapsed on the floor when we were done, I just lay on my back (weird because I hate lying on my back—I sleep on my side) and I couldn’t move, I was so exhausted. School made me tired, then there was the cleaning. All I could do was lie down. My arms ached.

      And I thought a lot.

      Then I slept.

      And she chased me.

      It was the nightmare of all nightmares, I needed to run and I couldn’t. Not for a moment, no. As a lady in the black dress (just like Audrey Hepburn’s) approached me, arms outstretched, as that lady got closer, my legs suddenly escaped the invisible hold around them. It wasn’t a run at first. It was a stiff walk. Not really a walk at all.

      Hard to explain. But then I could run.

      And I realized where I was.

      I was outside of my home, yet it wasn’t my home. Not at all. It was a hollow imitation. Not a lot scares me… but this still does. Baby dolls hung by moldy ropes over the doors to my house, and over the doors of all the other houses on either side of me. Then I noticed them on the trees and streetlights as I ran. I ran and I ran and I looked over my shoulder and the moonlight illuminated the lady’s face. It struck her eyes deeply, and I could see the perpetual darkness in them. My God, they were nasty. Just nasty. And her skin… it was so dry and cracked it was falling off of her, and I could see immense redness between each crack.

      I’m gonna be sick thinking about this. Ohmigod.

      Her hair was long, all the way down to her ankles. Then she stopped. And I stopped. And her arms started bending and the snap of bones filled the air. I shrieked, and I think mom and dad heard it, ‘cuz then I ran again, and the smell of decay and rot filled my nose. All at once, the baby dolls cried. It got louder and louder like a drum being hit right next to my ear. And even through it all, I could hear her breathy voice call for me.

      My parents woke me up. I didn’t notice at first that I had been crying in my sleep. They told me it’d all be okay. I could still see the enchanting moonlight from my dream breaking in half as my eyelids opened. I didn’t know what to think.

      They told me they could hear me from downstairs. That I woke them up.

      I told them about my nightmare about the ant. I did not want to think of the woman again.

      Has this book been making me dream more?

      I don’t want to dream anymore.

      Can it… will it ever stop?”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “I didn’t sleep last night.

      I was scared. But I get comfort writing in this fucking book. I played games on my phone to stay awake. I downloaded, like, ten different apps. I played one for a little, got bored, then switched.

      I’m in study hall right now. The gossiping airheads next to me won’t shut up. I have homework to do. Can’t really focus. I’m so tired. I just know I can’t focus on whatever the hell is in my book bag. I can’t even remember what today is. Is today Friday? I think it’s Friday.

      Milkshakes. Or some shit. Yay.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “I went straight home after milkshakes. Rose knew something was bothering me. I told her I couldn’t sleep, and she told me about a tea her mom takes to sleep. Didn’t bother remembering it. I know I’ll dream tonight. I can’t avoid this.

      Oh, no. Wait. I did do one thing after I left Eli’s Creamery. I did stop at the corner store for a dreamcatcher. I always see them in the window. It hangs above my bed now, as I write this.

      When did I become a superstitious asshole?”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “Maybe it worked. I did not dream last night.”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “I ignored this diary for three or four days. I wanted to use it as a dream journal, not a diary. And I didn’t dream in those last few days. But now I need to write again. The dream catcher above me was blue with four miniature hoops attached below the main hoop. The woven webs and feathers were pink.

      But they weren’t pink anymore this morning.

      Little black spots appeared along the feathers and along the woven nets.

      I’m nervous. I touched it, it made my fingers dirty. The stains grow every night. I’m scared. What do I do with it? I can’t tell Rose. She’s worried enough about… everything in existence. I don’t need anyone to worry for me. But what do I do? What do I do? Am I just paranoid? I don’t dream and I’m scared. If I do dream I’m scared. What middle ground is there?”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “It’s Thursday. The dreamcatcher is nearly all black. It’s not just keeping the dreams away. It’s keeping my energy away. I’m always tired now. I slept in class for the first time, and Miss Myzen woke me up. I had a pool of drool under me and along the edge of my notebook. I had to lean on Rose when we were in the hallway. I almost fell over. I can’t think straight. Even as I write this, my pen shakes. My eyes are blurry. Mistook Mom for Dad earlier. I need to get rid of it.”
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      “I fell asleep around 5 PM and woke up at 6:54 PM. I dreamed again. There were no crying dolls or scary women in black Audrey Hepburn dresses like the other night. And I’m glad about that. In my dream I sat in front of a fire in Tina’s back yard again. There were shadows sitting all around me. In the center of the fire was the dreamcatcher. It wasn’t black. Not yet. It rested in the flames. After a few seconds one thread turned black. The fire still did not burn it. Then I watched the blackness overtake the whole dreamcatcher. Warmth overtook me. The shadows went away. Finally the fire worked, and the dreamcatcher burned. The fire dwindled and all that was left was ash.

      When I woke up, I tore the dreamcatcher off the wall and put it in my pocket. It was hot to the touch. Not warm, but hot, as if it concealed fire inside of its threads.

      I left my house and said I was going to Rose’s, but instead I ran to the park, never stopping. I was thirsty. I left the house in such a damn hurry I didn’t drink a fucking drop of water. At least I remembered one of Mom and Dad’s lighters.

      On the concrete area around the empty park, I sat down and lit the dreamcatcher. I smiled watching it disappear. The smoke didn’t bother me. It was cool. There was a tall tree not far from me. The way its branches danced in the wind cast swaying shadows next to me. It was like I lived my dream. The catcher burned slowly in the fire while shadows surrounded me.

      The wind stopped abruptly. The shadows no longer danced. I was fucking dazed. I bet if someone saw me, they’d think I was high. Hell, reading this might sound like I’m on drugs.”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “‘You look a lot better today, Val,’ was the first thing Rose told me.

      ‘I slept a lot,’ I told her. Really, I did, and it was all from burning the dreamcatcher.

      No dreams came last night after burning it. I don’t even remember the walk home. But I feel so fresh. Everything is brighter and better now. I feel happy. And I still feel compelled to write in here.

      I talked Rose out of going to Eli’s Creamery today. We went to the Diaz Arcade. Out of our five or six games of Skee-Ball I only scored higher than Rose once. If she’s got any hidden talent, it’s arcade games.

      After an hour or two, we split a jumbo slice of pizza. Their pizza is huge and the cheese is incredible. Now I want to go back. It was a fun Friday.

      I washed it down with cola then went back to playing games. My mind was off the diary and my dreams for a few hours. Getting away was fun. It’s always fun to forget.

      We sat back in the eating area when we finished. We talked for a while.

      ‘You know we have a test in Spanish on Monday and I’m not prepared and I’m gonna be too tired to study tomorrow—‘

      ‘Quiet, Rose,’ I told her, ‘you need to relax for a day or a week. One test doesn’t decide your whole future.’

      I think that helped her. She sighed and then told me a joke and we laughed and I was happy. Burning the dreamcatcher was the best thing to happen to me in months.

      I got home, showered, wrote this. It is 15 minutes to midnight. I’m sitting on my bed. My covers feel gorgeous beneath my cold legs. My pillow is calling me.

      Goodnight.”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “I think the nightmares are behind me. I don’t know what triggered them. Last night was a happy dream. I was on a sunny beach. A place much, much better than Carpenter. I wonder if I’ll ever leave. Rose wants to leave, too. She hopes for Hollywood.

      I don’t know what I hope for.

      Every time I try and think of it… of my future… I get nervous. I always had this feeling that high school lasts forever. Living here at home would last forever. Eli’s Creamery each week would last forever. No job ever, just getting my money from Mom and Dad.

      But I’m realizing it isn’t true. None of it. Soon I’ll be done with high school.

      Fuck me, I shouldn’t be stressed as hell on a Saturday. I need to focus on the good. Like my dream about the beach. I need to visit a beach soon.

      I remember the last time did. I think I wrote about it here. Down in Florida three years ago. I can’t swim that well, but I can swim a little. It grosses me out that every creature in the ocean turds in it. That’s why I prefer pools.

      I just never feel more alive than when the sun beats down on me and I’m feeling the sand between my toes. I would be a fish if I could be.”
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      “I just finished studying at the library. I went to the graphic novel section and read The Long Halloween. It gave me chills.

      I need to do something new. Something. Anything. Diaz Arcade was a nice change. I’m just bored of doing the same routine every day.

      Maybe I’ll go to the movies.”
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      “I didn’t go to the movies. My mom has a gym membership where she can bring a guest, so I went with. It was fun. I don’t always spend time with her. Maybe you can tell that from my entries. It was a damn good thing to do when stressed.

      Maybe I’ll work out more.’

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “They’re back.

      The nightmares are back. I wasn’t running. I was sinking.

      I dreamt I was sitting on my bed as I am now. And I began to fall in. My head bobbed beneath the covers like bobbing below a wave. My legs were stuck to the inside of sheets, which was weird because I never sleep under them. y feet kicked and I struggled. Something had a hold on me, and my pillow seemed like a distant island. My covers rippled. I gasped for breath.

      My head pounded. I shut my eyes. I shut my mouth and my covers brushed against it. Next thing I knew, I was deep inside the mattress.

      I needed air.

      I was dizzy. My muscles were tense and my stomach hurt. It is almost indescribable how hopeless I felt. Or maybe it is. I’m not much of a writer.

      My feet touched the floor beneath my mattress. It felt like touching the ocean floor.

      Then when I woke up I was paralyzed for a minute, and still holding my breath. Something is wrong. Every dream feels more and more real.

      What the fuck am I becoming? I thought this was past me. I’m a scared little shit. I want to go back to the arcade. Back to laughing with Rose.

      I can’t tell her about this. She’d freak.

      I’m scared to fucking swim over a fucking dream. I think I’d cringe just looking at a photo of the ocean.

      Stop being such a dingy broad, Valerie Hart.”
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      “I’ve calmed down. Maybe I’m doing it to my fucking self. I’m going to set this book down now. I’m gonna take a nice long shower. I’m gonna turn the water so high it’s boiling. Then I’m gonna get ready for school tomorrow.

      God, maybe I haven’t calmed down…

      Fuck.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        From Rose Hawthorn’s diary

      

      

      “When I was four, and I held a helium balloon at my birthday party, my dad told me, ‘Valerie, be careful,” and pointed to one that some had let go of and was floating away. Then he said, “Or you’ll fly away with it.”

      I think that’s how my fear of flights and heights started. I remember this pretty well. The next day I hid under my parents’ bed, and Mom found me. She asked why I was under there. I remember telling her, “So I don’t fly away with the balloons.”

      She laughs about it every time.

      I didn’t think about it for years. No reason to. But I remembered. And I remember once when we visited Whistler County, Chicago. Then went to downtown Chicago. The buildings horrified me. Every time I looked up… I felt I would fall into the sky.

      I was dizzy passing by the buildings. I put my hoodie over my head as far as it could go. If I couldn’t see the buildings, I wouldn’t be scared.

      One time—holy hell his is embarrassing—I went to church camp. Church camp. This is another time I got the ‘falling into the goddamn sky’ feeling. There was an open field between where the guy preached and the camp. So, I was walking back with these broads, and I looked at the sky, and I saw the moon even in the daytime. And I got dizzy and sweaty. My neck twitched and my shoulders raised. One of them looked back at me, confused as hell. She asked why I was looking at the sky. I shrugged and kept walking.

      Amelia Earhart. Leaning about her in history bothered me. I remembered the balloon again. I still feel the little panic attack I had that day, thinking of the airplane crashing. I wonder how someone just disappears. Will I disappear? I always thought people never get away with that stuff. But she did. Poof.

      Maybe she’s in the land of all the lost things. I’ve heard there’s a place where all lost things go. Socks, toys, pen caps, whatever.

      It’s usually not my kind of music—I’d rather drink cat piss—the Buddy Holly plane crash from the 50s. Richie Valens lost half of his head. Those guys got it so damn bad. Part of me wonders if they went to hell.

      I can’t fathom the terror of dying like that. The plane slowly going out of control, then speeding downwards and twirling in the air, the sudden realization that that was it, not having the chance to tell anyone goodbye, only screams and panic and then…

      Shit.

      The balloon thing followed me around in times where I didn’t even realize it did.

      I can picture it: the second floor of Sears when I was a girl, I had a big jacket on and a scarf. My parents wanted to go down the escalator and I was frightened. It was a long way down. I pushed them away and cried. I was seven or eight. They took me to the elevator and I was fine when we got down. I still remember the obnoxious smirk the wetback in the elevator gave me. Laughing at me. I wanted to punch her. I made fun of her in the whole ride home.

      That wouldn’t be the only time I couldn’t go down an escalator. Once there was a store that had no elevator. And I didn’t know. I was twelve then. I was shaking the whole way down.

      Then there was the time I was little and at the park with Rose and Orion (the park was the best thing in the world to a botched abortion—kidding—like me). Orion pushed me high one time on the swing and I yelled for him to stop. When he stopped me I cried. I remembered the balloon.

      My biggest fear (besides bugs) all comes from a damn balloon.”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “I can see the moon again. The sky is a shade of dark gray. Thin rain spills across Carpenter. I like the rain. Water brings me back to another memory, one before the balloon. Mom told me, ‘Stop spilling stuff on the floor, honey, it’ll make bugs come.’

      Being three, I took her seriously. She was in the bathroom later. I sat behind the door. To my right was the locked bathroom door, to my left was the door to my room (at the time). I had a pink cup of water in my hand and spilled some of it and watched. I didn’t understand her words very well. I looked closely, my eyes never leaving the water.

      ‘Valerie?’ she said. ‘What’re you doing?’

      And I said, ‘Shhh, Mom, I’m making bugs.’

      I thought the water would turn into bugs.

      I don’t remember what happened next. When Mom tells the story, it always ends there. She probably laughed and picked me up and hugged me. I imagine she got paper towels and cleaned it up. Maybe then we played and had cookies or something. Oh, to be three again…”
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      “I tried the tea Rose’s mom makes. Violet aspen. Violet aspen grows everywhere in Carpenter but not many other places. Most people haven’t heard of it. It’s made from the leaves. Some fucking old hippie thing about baking them first and adding just a dash of sugar. Or is it a pinch of sugar?

      Damn hippies know how to make tea though. It was so good (and so hot) and I burned my tongue. I screamed ‘fuck’ and mom made me put ten dollars in the swear jar.

      I can only imagine Rose’s mom in her hippie days. She and Mr. Hawthorn lived on the street. The hobo bitch probably gave him the clap.

      My mom grew up in a nicer town. Gem City. Dad is from Radley. They met at a Christmas party. Mutual friends.

      Dad’s big into history, collects World War II memorabilia. His parents passed on a lot of money to him. Mom’s not into much. She’s just mom. A housewife.

      She was almost kidnapped in 1968, when she was six.

      A man came to a town where no one feared. He butchered a schoolteacher named Mary Gardner. It was a Sunday. A week later a college girl was found strangled in the park. She was raped with a branch. The sick fucker.

      Thing is, it was always a Sunday. Weekends were never safe. Cops were everywhere after a few weeks. They tried to make it safe again, and it didn’t work. Not yet.

      The third Sunday, Lila Siegel was found with her head in her lap, a smile carved into her face. Her brother Joel shared a room with her, said he thought it was a dream. He was nine. My mom knew him and still keeps in touch. Joel said he thought he heard someone walking in their hallway and thought it was his parents. Then, he thought he was asleep when he saw the shadow of a man in his room. He thought it was all part of his dream. He said he woke up screaming, and Lila was gone.

      The Sunday Slasher strangled a twenty-five-year-old nursery worker, Riley something or other, to death with her own ponytail. She had a thing for wigs and dolls and they all looked like her. Dozens of dolls (I saw the photos) all looked like her. All had long hair down to their backs. Just like Riley.

      The Sunday after that there was a woman named Reagan that they found in the dumpster behind a hardware store. It was winter, and she was naked. There were no marks on her body. She was not raped (she died a virgin, from what I hear). No stabs, nothing. She froze in that dumpster. Makes you wonder… why didn’t she just leave? It wasn’t locked. There was snow on top of it that hadn’t been disturbed. She appeared to be perfectly normal in that dumpster, no signs of a fight or assault.

      Then Rachel Moore died. Newspapers stuffed all down her throat. This guy was one twisted son of a bitch.

      But Mom, you see, Mom almost met him. She knew him. They all did. He was the man who did window repairs for a living. He was in town for almost a year before he started to kill…

      And my mom one day, she was six, was running around outside with her older sister, and the guy’s truck pulls up in front of them.

      ‘Hey, girls,’ he said. At least that’s what she remembers he said.

      They walked close, and my aunt said hello.

      He smiled at them with a sinister grin (mom says it was only a grin, but I see him in my mind with that ugly mustache looking like pubes across his lip, and his intentions to kill my mom and aunt… and to me, it’s sinister). He mumbled something they couldn’t hear. My mom and aunt went closer, and he said, ‘You girls look lovely today. You remind me of my little nieces. My sister Cheryl has a couple o’ girls who’re about your ages.’

      Then grandma saw them and called from the window. She didn’t like him. She died when I was two. I think she was like me. Just what I hear. I probably get my mouth from her.

      A week or two after that is when they got him.

      Mom didn’t tell me that until a few years ago. I was nervous when she told me. I felt he’d reach under the bed and grab my feet. I felt him waiting in the closet. I felt he might have even waited outside the front or back door, with his grimy hands about to choke me at any moment

      After she calmed me down, she told me the whole point was that soon I’d be going out with friends, and without her giving me rides. At the time, she said, ‘And you’ll have a permit then a license in no time.’ And after she went on about that for a while, she begged me (this is when it got weird) not to trust anybody unless she did.

      Just like grandma. Like her mom.

      The Sunday Slasher, he had lunch with my grandpa once, when the slasher first came to town. Grandpa was nice to him. Grandma never liked the look of him.

      Then when she got past the bullshit, it got weirder. It was a HUGE truckload of bullshit. She said: ‘Your grandma saved me from a killer, and I feel I have a debt to pay in return, like I owe her, Valerie. Mom’s dead now. And I feel that one day I might have to repay it by saving you, and I’m scared for you, my angel. I never want anything to hurt you.’

      Mom went through a religious phase in her teens and I don’t think she ever truly stopped. I think she’s terrified of sinning and going to hell. I think she’s terrified that God might punish her for her kids not being perfect little Sunday School angels.

      One day, Mom dropped the whole act. She stopped being religious… and never told me why. I think something happened to her. I think somebody did something to her. But I’ve heard of the nights after from Aunt Pattie.

      I feel like an asshole writing it here.

      Aunt Pattie told me Mom started to get wild after she dropped the church thing. Wanted to play catch-up for all the time she lost. She went drinking every night. Apparently she started to sleep around. I didn’t inherit her sluttiness, thank God. This was the early 80s. Mom got a back-alley abortion. She came home crying and hugged Aunt Pattie and cried some more.

      Then she cried about it for two years until she was over it.

      Mom murdered my older sibling before he or she had a chance at the world. That makes me mad at the bimbo.

      She probably thinks God’ll strike her down with lightning for it. Mom wasn’t an angel, but Dad damn near was. Near perfect grades and whatever the fuck else. I don’t know how they even got together. They must’ve been terrible for each other.

      They stuck through it and here I am.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        From Rose Hawthorn’s diary

      

      

      “I had another dream.

      Her name was Athena Hendrasen. I never met her before the dream. We sat on a dark beach, the moon giving us a hint of light, and the water looking like black glass. The ocean didn’t move. Thin color rose in her cheeks.

      ‘I’m Athena,’ she said from a few feet away. We never got any closer.

      I sat down in the sand and my fingers buried themselves in the strangely warm shore. I sighed and looked up. The sky looked like the big black eyes of a dragon, with the way the clouds formed into two tiny circles. I imagined a lot had happened on the beach. I pictured candy wrappers and barbeques. I thought of young children swimming for the first time, with forty floaties on and still clinging to their parents.

      And I replied to Athena, ‘I think I know you. Do I?’

      ‘You did. Once.’ Athena sat down too.

      And I asked what she meant. She told me there was a long line of us.

      Us?

      Then it smelled of rotting wood. I looked at the ocean now as she talked. It started to move in ungodly motions. It moved like a marionette of glass. Sickly cold came over me. I felt gross.

      ‘But maybe you’ll be different this time,’ Athena said. ‘Somebody must be. Somebody among us must be.’

      ‘Us?’ I asked her. ‘You keep fucking saying that. What is us?’

      ‘You’re sick,’ Athena said.

      I clenched my stomach and leaned on my side. I was sick. I felt it in my stomach suddenly then threw up. My eyes then moved from the green mess back to the ocean. Millions of red dots looked back to me from beneath the waves (which had stopped moving).

      When I woke up, the irrational childhood fear came back to me as my foot was out from under the cover and hanging off the bed. I pulled it back quickly. Nothing could get me if I were under the covers. Not the balloon, not the bugs, not an airplane, not the Sunday Slasher, not Athena Hendrasen, not anyone.

      I tried to sleep again. Sleep did not come.

      I watched videos on my phone all night. That’s all there was to do.

      It’s Tuesday.

      School was fine besides when I walked in on two dykes kissing. Gross.”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “I need to write about good things. Maybe that’s my damn problem. Maybe that’s why I get the fucking nightmares. I need to look at the good. And of course I sound like a pretentious douchebag in saying that. I sound like some beach blondie twig who goes on and on about ‘it’s all in your head’ don’t I?

      But dammit I want to feel good. Here it goes.

      I have a crush like you wouldn’t believe. I talked to him today, his name is Avery Mitchell.

      He’s handsome but that’s just the start. The fucker can paint. And he makes me laugh. But I haven’t talked to him outside of school.

      But the good part is we talked today.

      ‘Hey, Avery,’ I said. I sat next to him, and he was drawing something in his notebook. ‘I like your drawing.’

      He told me thanks and we talked, and it turns out we both like comics, and I tried not to swear around him because I don’t think he likes it because I’ve never heard him say a bad word. I’ve even tried cutting back on swearing in here… but who knows if you can tell.

      And we talked as much as we could that class.

      I didn’t give him my number. A lady can’t give in that easy. I think I’ve got his attention. I’ve got him hooked. And how he’s gonna keep chasin’.

      I hope 😊

      I’ve had horny shrimp-sized dicks chase me and try to get with me when all I’ve done was pass them in the halls. Fucking horny high schoolers can’t keep it in their jeans. Fuck, even the teachers can’t keep it in. One teacher got caught with a student here once. She was fucking fourteen. I hope they hang him by the dick and squeeze the rope tighter until it rips off. Then I hope they make him eat it. I don’t know what came of him. If he’s in jail I hope he gets raped by four men at a time. I wanna punch him in his TicTac then punch him in the throat.”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “Holy hell.

      Things aren’t good, they are goddamn good.

      He saw me as I walked in with Rose Hawthorn. We made eye contact. I looked away, I was/am nervous, and I walked on with Rose to my locker. He came up and told me hi, and I smiled and said hi, and he seemed nervous and blushed a little and he didn’t know what to say, it was adorable.

      Fuck me, I like him.

      He asked what class I had first, I said English, he told me Spanish. Our only class together is Social Studies. Now I have at least one class to look forward to every day.

      And like I said, a gal never gives in that easy. He can’t think he’s got me right away. And he’s chasing, all right.

      Oh but I have him… just a little.

      Just a little taste.

      We talked in Social Studies. I don’t think either of us are gonna pass it. He gave me his number. I won’t call him. Not yet. Not for a few days.

      And after school I found him and we took a walk. We walked by the local baseball field and there was a game. We sat in the stands and watched, and maybe we sat a little too close together but I didn’t mind, he smelled incredible.

      Even after the game, we sat there. And my ass hurt from the cold metal seat.

      Gosh I feel nervous just writing all of it down.

      Finally we stood up and stretched. I had weird imprints from the seat all up and down my ass crack. He held my hand as we left the bleachers, and when we got to the last step, he pulled me tight. I wrapped my arms around Avery tighter. His hands traced me, studied me, and mine did the same to him. He made me warm in the cold Carpenter night. We kissed, just for a moment. I pushed him away and waved my finger.

      “That’s as far as you get tonight,” I said. I kissed his cheek. “But hang around and maybe there’ll be more.”

      And I winked at him. He smiled. We talked.

      We were closer to his house than mine, but he walked me home. He didn’t lay a finger on me or ask for more. He didn’t even ask for a kiss on the cheek. Avery is too nice.

      When I got home I undressed, took a bath, and closed my eyes and replayed the day over and over. I’ve never been one for lovey dovey stuff but he made me happy. I still feel the happiness blooming inside of me and running to my toes. I’m warm all over.

      After my bath I reached for my phone. I almost (almost) texted him. I almost said hi again. I almost told him what a great night I had. I almost told him he was wonderful. Almost.

      But, then he wins. I have his number and he doesn’t have mine. I bet he’s dying to talk to me right now. And sure, he can look me up on social media, but I can ignore him.

      I’ve got him on a leash, I think.

      Poor Avery.”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “Friday morning.

      I’m writing this between spoonsful of cereal. My dream was nice last night. So I had to write about it before I left for school.

      My mouth tasted like a Sweetart when I woke up. There was a handful of them in my hand in my dream. I had eaten a few rolls before bed. How am I not a husky bitch with diabetes? Whatever. And in my dream I’m walking with him. With Avery. And we’re going along a big field, the sun is bright and I feel his arm around me.

      I had butterflies in my dream.

      We didn’t say a word. Yet we understood each other. It’s like we had a whole conversation with just our eyes. It was nice.”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “I’m shivering.

      It’s Saturday and I’m leaving the library. I’m on a swing at the empty park. I don’t know why I write here but I do.

      I’ve come to like talking in this diary more than to a friend. It forces me to be honest here. We all have many faces. The face friends see, family sees, strangers see, and then there’s who you are by yourself. This book makes me honest. You can lie to your friends, family—hell, even God—but you can’t lie to yourself.

      And here I sit. Shivering. Yet I feel a weight lifted off me. Maybe I’m filled with more problems than I thought.

      But the good, Valerie, focus on the good.

      Have I mentioned Avery yet? Haha. He’s in the good in my life.  And Rose is too.

      I guess I haven’t mentioned Rose in a while. Maybe I should. She’s practically a sister to me. She broke her finger in gym class. Some Indian goatfucker kicked a ball at it. It isn’t so bad, she’s got it in a splint. But Rose… is dramatic.

      I think she even let someone sign the splint. You know, like you do with a cast? But that’s Rose.

      Yesterday at Eli’s Creamery she told me about a movie she watched called Strangers on a Train. Oh, and guess what? More good stuff to talk about: she made another friend. I forget the ditsy broad’s name. But she hung out with somebody else for once! I’m glad for her. She needs more friends.

      So maybe things are shaping up.

      It’s strange… so strange to look back at the older pages in here. Not that I’ve had it for long. Feels like a whole other life. The dreamcatcher… I almost forgot about it. It’s all alien to me. Like it’s fading away and I wouldn’t remember it if I hadn’t written it myself.

      I think I’ll be rereading it all again. Or should I avoid the negative?

      Ah, you know what? I should give Avery a call. Or a text. What should I say?

      …

      Okay, I sent: ‘Heyyy, it’s Valerie.’

      Were the three Y’s too much?

      Dammit.

      Oh he replied! It says: ‘And here I thought you lost interest.’

      Let me think of something flirty…

      Okay, got it: ‘Maybe I did. But after running out of choices, I thought, Avery isn’t so bad 😉’

      You could’ve done better than that you half retarded nutty witch!

      He replied fast. He said: ‘You got any plans today?’

      Okay. Enough in here. I’m gonna go see him.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “I am head over heels. Oh my God. Avery and I went to the Diaz Arcade. He’s such a sweettalker, and he didn’t mind my swearing. We went on the go-karts, we played those shooting virtual reality games, and he bought me pizza and we talked. I got to know him.

      He’s writing a book about American history mysteries. He is in love with the past. And mysteries. Am I falling for the guy version of Rose Hawthorn? Ha.

      ‘What’s your favorite mystery?’ I asked him.

      He said, ‘Roanoke.’ He told me about the colony that vanished.

      ‘What do you think happened to them?’ I asked.

      ‘Simplest explanation is typically the right one,’ Avery said. ‘I believe they left to live with the natives.’

      I could listen to him talk for hours. He still seems kinda shy.

      And when we were talking, it got quiet. We each had pizza breath, but I leaned in and kissed him. He tasted horrible. My mouth probably tasted like a sewer. That’s why I asked for mouthwash when we got to his house. He brushed his teeth. Nobody was home. I don’t know what his parents do but I was glad they were gone.

      I pushed him on his bed. I crawled on top of him. I pulled his shirt off. And oh my goodness I’m too shy to write down what all came next. But we did it. I didn’t think it was going much farther than making out. It was my first time.”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “Last night, he was all I could think about. I relived every moment after I shut my eyes. Not just… of my first time, but the whole day.

      And I dreamt.

      I dreamt of seeing him again. I dreamt we were at his house. I dreamt his book was done, I held it, read it, loved it, and it sold ten million copies. We were a lot older, it reminded me of that granny ass song Wouldn’t It Be Nice by The Beach Boys.

      Then I had another dream. A happy dream. I was in the garden on the side of my house, the garden I had tried to make since I was nine or ten. Nothing could grow in that chalky soil. I remember when dad came home with bags of dirt when I was a kid, I didn’t even know they sold dirt. It was these big white bags and I remember watching him shovel out some of the old dirt and throwing it away. The old dirt was hard as rocks. Then he patted down the bags, tore them open at the top, and poured it out. Then he smoothed it over with a shovel. It was a hot day (too hot to be out) but he did it for me. In a little brown bag he had a dozen packets of seeds. He taught me how to plant. It was fun.

      I watered them. I watered them every day. One or two flowers grew, that was all I could ever do. My forget-me-nots and sunflowers never came to be.

      Sunflowers are my favorite.

      I tried again a year later. I planted seeds and saw nothing from the year before when I dug. Nothing grew. Nothing bloomed. Nothing came.

      Ah, but in my dream, they came. They bloomed. They grew.

      I was surrounded by sunflowers.

      I was happy.”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “I feel disgusting. I feel like dirt. Avery wanted to do it again. I told him no. He said okay. He didn’t push or ask again or even hold my hand or kiss me. He was sweet and understanding and I couldn’t feel more dirty.

      I feel gross. I am gross. I’m sick.

      I always wanted to wait. But I gave up. Spur of the moment. Giving it away like that… was a mistake. I can’t tell him that. Can I? Would it hurt him? Would he feel used? Would he be disappointed?

      He seems fine.

      All that happened before I met Rose at Eli’s after school. I didn’t order anything. I sat there. Just sat there, but my mind wasn’t there. I looked out the window, my arms hugged my hurting stomach, my face must have been cranberry red.

      ‘Valerie?’ Rose said.

      I looked at her and frowned. I think she understood.

      ‘Was it—‘

      I nodded.

      ‘Let’s go.’

      And we left back to her house. She’s the best friend a bitch could ask for.

      In her room, I laid down on her bed and she sat at the foot. She listened to me cry and talk for two hours probably. I was a little relieved after talking. We went to the kitchen and made tea. I only drank half my cup. I fell asleep on her bed, but she didn’t care. She did homework while I slept, she knew I needed the rest. I knew I needed the rest.

      And I dreamed about a treehouse, it was the one thing I always wished for as a kid. In my dream it was low to the ground, resting between two trees in my backyard. My backyard was a lot bigger here than it really is. There was a small ladder made from unfinished wood, it was all splintery. There were three small windows on either end. A telescope rested next to one. I saw two chairs and a table.

      Rose woke me up.

      ‘What time is it?’ I asked.

      Rose replied, ‘7:45.’

      ‘Sorry,’ I said.

      She said it was all right.

      I looked at my phone. Avery texted me: ‘Are you okay?’

      I asked Rose what to say, and we agreed with, ‘Why wouldn’t I be?’

      ‘Because you seemed like a different person earlier,’ his text said. Followed by another message: ‘When I brought up sleeping together again, you were upset. I could see it in your eyes, Val. I’m sorry.’

      So I told him the truth. About my regret. That I wanted to wait. That in the heat of the moment it felt so right. That I still dreamed about it. That I still wanted him. But on the inside my heart told me it was bad. I was wrong. I was filthy.

      He understood.”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “I talked to him today.

      My sleep was dreamless last night, when I got back from Rose’s. I think I used up all my dreams when I slept on her bed. I woke up with a knot in my stomach. Maybe it was a little fright. I was lightheaded, my hands shook when I brushed my teeth, and I had to hand onto the counter of my sink. I couldn’t focus or concentrate, fixing my hair was hell. I didn’t even remember dressing myself.

      The air was too hot today. I stepped outside my house, Rose and Orion were waiting in their car, and the sky was as black as a tire. I don’t know why it was so hot. Everyone else seemed cold. Maybe it was just me. Maybe. Orion had the AC on, and argued with Rose over it. She said it was too cold, he said it was too hot. I stayed out of it. I knew that either way, I wouldn’t feel good. I should’ve stayed home. But I wanted to see him. I wanted to see Avery.

      So I texted him then we met up...

      ‘I still like you,’ I told him. We hadn’t said hello yet.

      He smiled. ‘Valerie, you’re adorable.’

      I hugged him. He didn’t hug me back at first. I think he was surprised, or maybe unsure if he should or not.

      I let go of him, and said, ‘Let’s pretend I didn’t freak out.’

      ‘What?’ he said.

      And I was all, ‘Pretend I didn’t freak out.’

      ‘It must’ve been important to you,’ he said. ‘You don’t have to change your feelings for me or apologize.’

      ‘I’m not,’ I said. ‘I want you.’

      ‘I know,’ he smiled. Then he laughed. ‘You can’t resist me.’

      ‘Oh shut up, cocksucker.’ I laughed.

      We went out to a movie after school, then a diner. Then he took me home and we kissed goodbye.

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “The treehouse grew. The one in my dream from Rose’s room. The trees holding it grew, too. Their branches connected to one another. And the ladder grew, into a spiral. Thick vegetation and vines grew down the sides of the trunks. The branches were broad and the leaves were luscious. They blocked parts of the stairs. I walked up the first step, unable to control myself. I looked around I was not in my backyard anymore. It used to be my backyard, but in the dream my house was demolished, and the remains overtaken by filth and moss. The higher I went, the more I saw the crookedly grown arms of the trees. The treehouse itself was swallowed up in tree arms that looked like grimy fingers of a monster’s hand crushing it. Some of the wood on the treehouse’s walls were cracked. The windows from before were all broken.

      My knees creaked like rusty door hinges. The sun was setting and thin clouds passed over it. I looked over my shoulder. Nobody was there. Odd. I thought I felt breath on my neck. And then, something that I never felt before…

      Not only did I know I was dreaming, but I was also in control. I felt the heavy unreality all around me, caressing my skin and tracing my mind. I was outside of existence and time. I was in an unnatural place.

      The scariest part… dammit, the scariest part… I couldn’t wake myself up.

      I told myself to. I tried to force myself to. I pinched myself. I screamed. And nothing worked. Then I couldn’t breathe. Air stopped coming in. The air around me felt heavy. Heat flashed against my face. My mouth tasted like copper.

      There was something up there waiting for me.

      A sharp scream left my throat. It hurt. I only screamed in my dream, but my throat was hurt in the morning.

      I rubbed my eyes. Then I looked back to the entrance. I crept up the steps slowly. Not because I wanted to, but because it was all I could do. Movement was on delay from my mind. I was weak. It was not like moving in my normal body.

      I sighed. It took a lot out of me. The steps spiraled around the massive trees.

      I was five steps from the top when I woke up. I was so scared, that when I woke up, I had pissed myself.”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “Avery Mitchell isn’t here anymore.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        From Rose Hawthorn’s diary

      

      

      “I’m trying to remember where he went, but I can’t.

      The moon is out in the daytime again. I’m cold. It’s Saturday morning. I’m a little bemused at it all. When I woke up, I had this feeling on the back of my neck in the spot where I felt that hot breath in my dream.

      Oh God I’m a nutty cunt.

      But it’s there. It has to be. Somebody is watching me. Somebody’s filthy eyes are watching me in the disgusting darkness while I sleep. Somebody is here. Somebody is in the room with me each night.

      I’m shivering. Cold passes through me.

      I can’t have this. Not anymore. I need to get to the root of it.

      It all started with this journal/diary/whatever. Well, kind of. Fuck. After a few days of having it, the nightmares started. But I tried. I did. I wrote about it. I tried to shred the journal. I tried to rip the pages out. I had the shredder ready. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t bring myself to rip them.

      Violet aspen helped for a little. But I think the problem is too big for tea. And maybe I’m too little to fix it. To solve it.

      So is it following me out of my dreams now? I feel this sickening feeling in my dream, and I have the same feeling now when I’m awake. The watching. The eyes. Somebody sees me, even now. I feel naked. Weak. Afraid. Vulnerable. Someone is after me.

      I need to go back to normal. I need it. I need to feel good again. No more nightmares. No more strangeness.

      I feel if I tell anyone, they’ll think I’m crazy, they’ll send me to a fucking insane asylum, where I’ll probably become a zombie or end up with a coat hanger shoved up my… ha. I always tell Rose something like that, I always tell her, “Rose, the love of your life was probably aborted by a coat hanger.”

      And she always looks at me in disgust. It may be a joke in bad taste. Sure. Killing a baby isn’t a joke. But you can’t be serious all the time.”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “It’s Friday at 8 AM. Three day weekend, no school today. I haven’t read in weeks. I’ve been up since six. So I woke up, pissed, drank water, and read. It was an escape.

      I smiled when I read. It was fun to forget my life.

      I heard Mom downstairs around seven. I went down to see her and see why she was up so early, and she was going to the gym. She asked if I wanted to accompany her, but I said no. Even though it’s a good stress reliever I didn’t have the energy in me. I was drained. She pointed that out too, that I had bags under my eyes.

      When I got back to my room I looked in the mirror. Mom was right. There were black bags under my eyes. Sleepiness hovered around me.

      After that, I grabbed this journal and Sweetarts and here I am.

      I’m bored. I need something to do. Something new.

      This whole town… I think it does something to you. Like it shouldn’t be real. I can feel it in the air. I can see it in the way the sky is always black. Why is it black? I’ve been to other places. The sky is blue. But here it’s black and nobody ever says anything. And it gets cold and rains often. It’s off-putting.

      So what is there to do?

      I wish I knew. I’m having fun writing here, at least. Expressing myself. Maybe this book is all I need.

      Athena Hendrasen has been on my mind.

      She called me sick. Is it that simple?

      ‘You’re sick,’ were her words. And I definitely felt like I had a cold in that dream.

      Am I sick? Everything she said was cryptic. I’m shivering with the thought of her. With the thought of that beach. But the beach, the treehouse, the lady in that black dress, they’re all coming for me. I feel it. I want an escape. I want away from them. I want Avery Mitchell back.”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “I looked out the window at the rain. The sky is raven black tonight, darker than usual. There’s a small path of cracked cement along the house. There’s dead grass too, and from between some cracks in the path there’s a flower. I don’t know what kind. It’s a foot tall, with long petals. There’re vines with leaves on the side of our house, too.

      I can picture an ant climbing the flower before the rain started. A stranded ant, lost and turned around. Who knows how he got there.

      I hear the air whistling between my house and the neighbor’s. It rocks the flower’s petals. And I just picture this ant on it. And I picture the first few raindrops hitting it. I can see it knocking the ant to the edge of the razor-shaped leaf.

      And I just know that if this ant is there, and if this is happening, he’ll be fine.

      Until the morning, that is. The rain’ll be long since over. The ant will wake up and rush down the flower. And there will be water collected on the leaf above him.

      Then the whistling wind’ll shake the leaf, and the water—an ocean to him—will fall on him. He’ll be whisked down in terror.

      And I see the ant escaping the water, walking in a scattered frenzy. And the rain starts again. Rainy, rainy Carpenter.

      A stream flows down the side of my house and grabs the ant. It clutches him, it flows down to the alley, he can’t escape it. It flows all the way into the sewer drain. The ant is dead.”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “It’s Sunday night. I’m getting ready to watch a movie before bed. Rose came by today, we played Uno and talked.

      ‘Mom finally agreed to let me take acting classes so I’m happy she finally said yes I can’t believe it!’ Rose said all in one breath.

      ‘Awesome,’ I said.

      ‘Do you think I’m a good actress?’ Rose asked. ‘Do you think I’ll actually do good or have a career or something?’

      I rolled my eyes, ‘You barely act. When do you act? I don’t know, I never see you act.’

      I laughed so hard when she replied. She said, ‘Keep rolling your eyes and maybe you’ll find a brain back there. Jerk.’

      She never says stuff like that. I guess it’s funnier if you know her. Poor panicky Rose.

      ‘Well, start practicing,’ I said. ‘Before your classes start. Bitch.’

      And she went on about her excitement. I hope she does make it and succeeds.

      ‘How are you doing?’ Rose asked. ‘After, well, you know after you… after Avery—‘

      ‘After we broke up? I said. ‘I’ll be okay.’

      “But—”

      ‘I’m okay, Rosie.’

      Rose seemed surprised. Then she changed the subject and brought up her shitty favorite show about some annoying kids on bikes.

      But I thought of Avery. I miss him.

      Goddammit.”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “The sun would be shining if Carpenter were a normal place. And I’m sure it’s shining somewhere, but not here. It’s been blotted out from the sky. All is darkness, all is cold here. It’s Tuesday and I’m in study hall. I didn’t dream last night. A relief. It felt like a time skip. I lay on my stomach, closed my eyes, and the back of my neck tingled as if something was about to grab me.

      But sleepiness took over me. Suddenly, it was the next morning, and I didn’t remember a thing. But something happened. And I can’t remember how, I can’t remember why… there was a knife under my pillow.

      I found it in the morning. It was one from our kitchen, I recognized it. But under my pillow? It got there… how?

      My arm was under the pillow, and in the morning I felt sharp coldness on it. I moved my pillow back, holding my breath, and it was there.

      But how?

      The more I thought about it, the more I remembered one thing: I did wake up in the middle of the night, probably at two or three in the morning. And it was colder than usual. As cold as I’ve ever felt. My window was open, and the wind traced me like the fingers of ghosts.

      So I got up and shut it, went back to bed, shut my eyes, and I was knocked out. And in the morning: a knife.

      I don’t understand. I just don’t understand.”
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      “I just got home from school, I rushed here, I ran, I was out of breath after a block but I kept running, I needed to see under the pillow again. I needed to know why the knife was there. Upon entering my room I looked to the window first. It was shut but my room was still chilly.

      I hesitated, walked to my bed, and pulled back the pillow quickly. There was nothing under there. Nothing at all. The red sheets looked back at me, empty, and if they could talk, they’d laugh at me.

      I looked all over my room. Nothing still. No clue of why the knife was with me.

      There was a small hole in the ceiling. Thinner than a pencil. I noticed it for the first time. Then I went back to searching my room. No reason for the knife to be there, none at all. I put the knife in the sink. Under a few plates. I felt like I had abandoned it.”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “I dreamed I was Mary Gardner. Or, I guess, in her place, on the day she was killed. My hair was in that shitty feathered hairstyle. I was standing in front of her class. I’d be damned if I knew what she even taught.

      I guess I was already damned. Damned to die. Condemned to hell.

      Out of the window I saw the woman in the black dress. I took a step back and put a hand on my chest. ‘Jesus Christmas!’ I said.

      I didn’t take my eyes off her, and she vanished. The class looked at me and I yelled ‘Just go! Everybody go! You’re dismissed! Leave!’ and when only a couple students stood, I yelled again ‘Leave now! You can leave!’

      They got the idea and hurried out. I was alone in the room. And I… I didn’t remember where they found her. I didn’t know jack shit about this lady.

      Then I cried. Just a little. I was in control. I knew it was a dream. But I didn’t want to die. Even in a dream, I’m scared of death. It’s taken me so long to admit it, but I am. I’m scared of death. I don’t want to go.

      I rushed out of the school (I wonder if I dreamed the right school, or if my dream made it up) then found her car in one of the closest parking spots. I just knew it was her car somehow. I patted my pockets for the keys… realizing I left the purse in her classroom.

      So I went back in a big panic. Teachers stared at me, yet everyone was so distant. I couldn’t say a word to them, and they couldn’t say a word to me. They weren’t real, they just observed. They watched me with cold, lifeless eyes, eyes probably made of glass. All the sickos watched me.

      I found the keys and purse. I left back to the car.

      I slammed the door and drove, not knowing where to go.

      I was at a red light when a knock came on the passenger window. I almost floored it into the red light. It was him. He saw me. He wanted me. He wanted to kill—I could see it in his filthy eyes as he studied me, undressed me with them, and in his mind he already killed me. My hours—no! my minutes were numbered. Death was approaching. In the distance, far behind him, I saw her in the shadows. Athena Hendrasen watching me as well.

      The window rolled down on its own. I looked back to the light and hoped it was green, but it was frozen on red. I knew it wouldn’t change until he got in. Cars passed through the intersection rapidly. I couldn’t even try it, I’d be dead. I knew it was a dream but I didn’t want to die. I wanted to wake up.

      His face was pallid. He wasn’t so bad looking. His fingernails had black dirt under them. He smiled big and welcoming… yet dirty. He was a dirty man. A pervert. A sicko.

      Then he was in the seat. The light turned green.

      ‘Go on!’ he said, pointing to the light. My own words I told the students rang in my ears. Leave now. I can leave.

      I drove.

      And he pulled out a knife. A small knife.

      ‘The turn’s coming, Mary,’ he said. ‘Don’t forget it now. 90th street.’

      I made a right, arrived at his house. It was away from everybody’s and a tad rundown. It had his workshop right next to it a few feet down. In the backyard he had a shed. The backyard was the biggest in town probably. So I parked and he invited me in. But I wasn’t in control. The remnants of Mary were in control. He said he wanted to show me something in the shed. I knew what was coming… but we went in the shed and he didn’t kill me. He showed me something—I wasn’t paying attention to what, I was so nervous—and I said I needed to go.

      Then he said, ‘Let me at least give you a buck for the gas, ma’am.

      And I nodded. I went inside the house with him, I tried to resist but Mary was in control, it was her body, she walked inside and all I could do was scream inside my mind and beg her not to. But she’d never hear me.

      Then, as I shut the door, he choked me until my eyes rolled back and I gave up the ghost. I could feel myself still possessing the body. I felt death firsthand. I never want to again.

      Then he took me to the crawlspace. He touched my body. Just touched. He touched her (Mary), he touched me (Valerie). He smiled and rubbed his hand against me. I wish I could erase it from my memory but I can’t.

      After a while he left and came back with a butcher knife. I… I can’t. I don’t want to relive the rest of the torture he put me through.

      I woke up and thought it was real. I thought I was Mary. But I’m just Valerie. And I’m thankful for that. The Sunday Slasher killed Mary and… I felt it all.

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “‘How was your weekend?’ Rose asked me. Rose had spent it at Shelly’s house.

      ‘Uneventful,’ I said.

      And it was. I tried my hardest not to sleep. The short sleep works best. Three or four hours. I won’t dream. I feel sick as shit, but it works.

      The three or four hours will still scare me though. I’m terrified of sleep. I know if I dream again, I’ll be sucked back into the world of the treehouse. Of the lady in the black dress. Of Athena. Of the Sunday Slasher. I can’t handle it.

      I can’t go on.

      Do I kill myself? Is that what my dreams want? Do I end it? I don’t know. I’m sick. I’m very sick.

      I need help.

      I’m in class right now. I’m pretending to take notes.

      I can’t help but feel I’ll fall asleep as I write this…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        From Rose Hawthorn’s diary

      

      

      “I looked the Sunday Slasher in the eyes.

      It was another dream. I was his next victim. The college girl. I don’t remember her name, but I was her. It was a very wicked dream. I didn’t know it was a dream, not at first. I was her. It felt real. I swear it was real.

      He was charming. To the college girl, he was charming. It was easy to get her on a date with him. He was mysterious and she loved it. Her pale cheeks were cherry red whenever she was with him.

      She smiled at him as he drove her on a date. Their relationship was a secret—her parents wouldn’t have allowed it. Every moment with him felt right.

      The Sunday Slasher parked in the woods. It was dark, and they were the only souls. They could get away with it. It was like they had the whole damn world to themselves. It felt naughty. That made it even better. He kissed her. That’s when I realized it was me… and I could do nothing.

      Nothing but feel it. Feel his lips on mine. Enjoy it. Enjoy it as much as she did. I loved the feel of the bastard. I loved his hands on my back… his dirty hands… his disgusting hands… they traced me, but I was her, and I loved it.

      And when I was half undressed, he choked me.

      My eyes opened wide with shock. I knew it was coming, but I am Valerie, and she wasn’t, and she didn’t know. I felt the surprise tingle along my spine. My body (her body?) convulsed as I prayed for air. My hands beat weakly against his body. My closing eyes caught that humorless grin that encased sparkling teeth.

      He threw me down. The college girl was still alive, I felt it. I felt everything… the way he ripped her skirt off but wanted to be gentle as he took off her underwear, as if handling it with caution. His warm breath caressed my skin. He kissed along my… her belly. Then he kissed her thighs. Then he stood up. I begged God to make him leave but I knew he wouldn’t. There was still the matter of the godforsaken branch.

      He turned me on my belly. I was sick. I felt the puke flowing up my stomach. But it would never come out. My mouth burned.

      He pushed the stick into me. I never felt such pain. It throbbed through my body, little bits of wood broke off. Little chips stuck in me. And they dug deeper into my flesh. And…

      A warm sheet of blood covered my legs. The sharp spikes of pain still surged through me. I could not move. Invisible cords held me there. I wanted to scream, but I couldn’t, and neither could tears come.

      My mind called out in agony for it to end. Not the dream, but my life. I did not want to live through this. Because for a moment, I believed—no! I knew… I knew I was the college girl. And I have to think that maybe she felt it, too. Whoever she was. She felt it all. And she couldn’t scream.

      I woke up at 5 AM. I was in a bath of sweat under my covers. My covers felt as heavy as bricks. I was suffocating under their heat. I finally slid them back, gasped for breath, then chugged the bottle of water next to me.

      I had fallen asleep at 8 PM. I hadn’t tried to, but it happened. I was tired, I just wanted to rest for a minute… forgot to set an alarm. For a week I had no nightmares, ‘cuz of the three or four hours of sleep routine. I did not dream. I could not dream. My short sleep resisted dreams.

      And this dream was what I wanted to avoid. The misery. All the damn misery these dreams bring. And the side effects…

      At lunch Rose asked why my eyes were so puffy and if I had been crying. I said no, and she asked why I looked so terrible, she was like ‘I’m sorry, it’s just that your eyes are terrible and your skin is so… Val, your skin has wrinkles and there are dark bags under your eyes.’

      ‘Not sleeping a lot,’ I said.

      ‘What’s wrong, huh? Why aren’t you sleeping?’ Rose asked.

      And I said something like, ‘I have bad sleeping habits.’

      Rose shrugged, asked if I needed help, ‘Like, with anything?’

      Rose is sweet. She always wants to help.

      ‘No,’ I replied. ‘I got it. Just a bad week.’”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “It’s 9 PM on a Wednesday.

      The lack of sleep makes me so… forgetful. My mom told me to get her the mail off the table in the living room. I went to grab it, but as I stood in the living room I forgot why I was there. So I went back to my room, and Mom came in with some shitty lecture, ‘I told you to get me the mail from the living room and you just go back to your room? Why do I have to do everything in this damn house? All day I asked you to do one thing and you didn’t do it.’

      Shit.

      I barely remembered her asking me that. I’m so tired. I could just collapse right here. But my alarm is set. Soon I’ll sleep. I just… how long can I go without sleep? Or with such little sleep? I don’t want to sleep, I don’t want the torture, I’m reliving the Sunday Slasher’s kills…

      I can’t tell if these are nightmares or something other. They feel like dreams. But then they feel different. When I die in them, I die for real. The thick coldness takes over. Everything stops dead. My senses flicker like a dying flame, until finally they go out, and all that’s left is the remnants of smoke. That’s why my brain is just mush. When I’m the last couple moments of candle smoke, that’s the worst. That’s when my soul is sucked into vast nothingness. That’s when death officially hits. And you’re nothing. Gone. No afterlife in the dreamland. No hell below us, above us only sky. That’s all it is when I die in a dream. And it’s a freezing void. And I live it. I live death. I live it in these dreams until I wake up, just to sleep again and find myself in terror again. I don’t want it.

      So my alarm is set. Three hours and I’ll wake up. I have water and Gummy Bears and a lot of shows to watch, I think that’ll be enough to keep me up. I can stay awake from midnight until it’s time for school. I can do this. I know I can.

      Goodnight.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Oh my God, there was a knife under my pillow again! How the fuck? It was not there when I went to sleep. I want to say someone is pranking me… but I’m an only child. My parents wouldn’t do this. They don’t know about the journal, do they?

      I’m just glad I woke up. I’m fucking ecstatic.

      It didn’t stop the nightmares tonight. I’m trying not to wake up my parents with my cries. I don’t want this life. Not anymore.

      Lisa Siegel was only a kid, dammit.

      I want to kill him. I want to dig the knife from my pillow into his throat. Nobody deserves what he did to them. Nobody deserves what he did to those women. To little Lisa. I hope the shitbag is burning in hell… I hope… I hope if there’s something worse than hell, he gets it. He’s a monster. He’s a damn monster.

      But the dream…

      It started days ago. Days before her death. I was Lisa Siegel. I was at the ice cream truck. My hand was full of sticky pennies. The cone was seven cents. Her brother Joel had one, too. We raced back into the house as happy kids gathered around the truck. Lisa knew them all. Everyone knew everyone there. None of the kids in town suspected that in days she’d be the dead one. All the parents kept a close eye on things with the slasher on the loose…

      But some didn’t watch close enough.

      The days passed fast. It was easier to forget I was Valerie when I was Lisa. I was having fun and almost forgot what was to come. But I felt it in the air. Something sickening was coming. I knew it. And I don’t know why he had his eyes on Lisa. I never saw him. He was never around. He never knew the family. But he came for Lisa.

      Maybe it was to see if he could do it. Random target. The thrill. The rush. Maybe. Or maybe I’m just trying to put a reason to it when there is no reason, and that’s even sicker. The detestable fucker probably had no reason, I don’t know. I don’t know what to think. I’m tired, scared, confused. I just lived three days as this girl in three hours. And I can’t stress enough how it felt so real to me. As if I traveled across space and time back to 1968. Back to a whole different world.

      Then the dreadful night came. I’m grabbing my neck as I write this. Making sure it’s still there. My head is still attached.

      I heard him in the halls walking up to Lisa’s room. So did Joel. I saw him turn a fraction in his bed—he was up for a moment and only a moment. He heard it and was asleep again. I wanted to tell him to wake up. I wanted to yell. I wanted to tell him to protect his sister, to get our parents, to… I wanted to be anywhere but there. It was out of my control. I couldn’t do shit.

      There was nothing human in his eyes that night. I could see them through the darkness, the same eyes the college girl loved. Their chilling influence made me shiver. I opened my mouth to shriek. His hands shut my jaw. It hurt. Tears flowed. I heard the bees in the hive outside the window.

      Before I knew it his hands were around me.

      The man—the Sunday Slasher—snuck me out of the house. Joel would be awake and screaming by early morning.

      ‘Calm down, Sweetie,’ he said. His disgusting voice brought out more tears. It was harder to breathe. His hand wouldn’t let off my jaw. I looked into the night. The darkness wasn’t natural. It looked extra dark; as if tonight, the darkness wanted to hide what would happen to me. To Lisa.

      The elementary school was two blocks down. The playground was Lisa’s favorite place in the world. It was her happy place… and that’s where he took her.

      He never let go of my jaw the entire trip from my—from Lisa’s house to the park. He pushed me into the woodchips next to the teeter-totter. It felt like a thousand little needles scratched me. I remembered thinking this was a happy place. This shouldn’t happen here. But his smile, the smile he had with every kill, told me it was happening here. It reassured me of my death.

      Then he took the pocket knife. It said something on the side but I couldn’t read it. He took the blade to my mouth and traced it around my lips gently, with a certain type of elegance, until he placed it in the left corner of my mouth. Then he poked only a little. The force slowly increased until he broke the skin. A drop of blood fell out and slipped between my lips.

      Then he jerked the knife up, and I finally screamed and his hand jerked away. He punched me in the throat. I was in shock. I almost didn’t realize how deep I was cut. He pushed me down deeper into the woodchips, my head was tilted back, and blood stung my eye.

      With one hand he closed my jaw again, and with the other he cut me on the right side of my mouth. It was so natural for him. So easy. Yet he didn’t give my body that weird look he gave the others. That look of wanting them. He didn’t want me. Not sexually. Not like the others. That’s when I knew it was all a game to him. And I think in that’s when Lisa died, too.

      Then he sat me up. It was time for the neck. He had another knife. A much bigger knife. But with the darkness and the blood filling my eyes I couldn’t tell where he got it from. Maybe he left it there at the park ahead of time. Or maybe this is all a dream and this isn’t how it happened. I don’t know. I just need it to stop. God, if you can hear me, please make it stop.

      Then the Sunday Slasher winded his arm back—that was all I could see. This was the worst part: silence. The silence where I knew the knife was coming at me. I only had seconds until the gaping gash would appear. I couldn’t see his face. Not anymore. But I can only imagine the intrigue that played on it when he said, ‘Hmmmm…’ and stopped.

      He poked at the end of a bone stuck through my skin. He poked it again then pushed on it. Then the next slash of the knife came. Lisa’s head was on by a thread. When it came down to the last little bit of skin still connected, he tore it off with his hands. He held my/her head, then kissed its cheek.

      ‘So beautiful,’ he said. ‘And always smiling so big and bright.’

      Then he set it in her lap, folded her hands around the head.

      He walked away, turned back, and opened his mouth. The sound of my alarm clock blared. I abruptly woke up, shivering and cold. My window was open.”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “I thought it was just me. I thought I was just depressed this morning. I thought I woke up feeling even worse than normal. But it’s Carpenter. I checked the window this morning to make sure it was still shut, as it had been mysteriously opening during the night sometimes. And it was shut, thank God. Outside I saw leafless trees lining the street and cinnamon leaves everywhere, and I thought: it would be beautiful anywhere other than here. It could only get worse here. Because then I noticed the decay on the sides of the trees, the miserable black masses of rot forming on them. It was a tangible comparison to the way the permanent sable sky over Carpenter eats away at me and everyone who lives here. Misery and depression seeping into my skin, infecting me, filling my lungs, suffocating me, consuming me.

      But the sky looks extra dark this morning. As dark as the night was when I was Lisa. When it was trying to hide something. Maybe God is trying to hide us, hide Carpenter. Maybe this city was a mistake. I can’t blame him. This shithole has to be a mistake.”
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      “It’s Friday. Rose wants to do stuff, so I’m writing in class in case I have no time later today. I slept eight hours. I’m easing away from the three or four hours a night. I just can’t keep doing it, it takes so much out of me. I became clumsy, forgetful, I wasn’t even there. And maybe if I get some sleep… I can finally know where the damn knife under my pillow comes from. I put it in its fucking spot in the kitchen every fucking time I find it, but it comes back. What if I threw it away? Or into the ocean? Or… just left it somewhere far, far away.

      Ugh, should I be this paranoid? The knife has to get there somehow. Is someone watching me? Living in the walls of our house? Rose showed me something like that once, a guy found on his security camera someone living in his house, someone eating his food and using his shower when he wasn’t home.

      Is that it? Is there someone in my walls watching me? Listening to me? Fucking with me? There’s no other explanation for it. Otherwise, how is the knife getting there?

      So how could I catch this person? How could I make it stop? I have fifty questions and zero answers. So what’s the plan for today? Eli’s as usual. Getting a smoothie or milkshake or some shit then going to the mall. Maybe Rose will learn to buy normal fucking clothes. We’ll probably end up getting Chinese food from the food courts. It’ll be a fun day, I hope.”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “I miss Avery. I’ve texted and called, but he won’t reply. I just got to the library. It’s a Saturday of course. As soon as I walked in, I rushed to sit down and message him. But he didn’t even open it. He hasn’t opened anything from me.

      Here I am crying over my schoolbooks. Crying as I do homework… and thinking of him. Of the fun times. I haven’t seen him, haven’t passed him in the halls. I think he’s avoiding me. He’s good at it. Dammit. Dammit, is he good at it.”
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      “I told Rose I felt like shit from writing in here. She told me to drop it. I told her I tried. She said to hide it somewhere, and I told her I’d hide it under my dresser. So, I think I’m done with this. I’ve tried a time or two already. I don’t know if I can do it. I’m tired. I’m so, so tired.

      My dreams must come from you. From the diary. I can’t explain the knife, but I can get rid of the nightmares… that’s all I want. That’s all I ask. I hope this is my last entry. Maybe I’ll follow up. Maybe I’ll let you know if it worked. Oh, God, I write this as if you’re a human listening to me. But nobody is reading this, nobody is gonna, nobody can. They’d throw me in the fucking psycho bin if they did. I don’t belong there with those crazy fuckers. I’m normal. Goddammit, I’m normal.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        From Rose Hawthorn’s diary

      

      

      “Jesus fucking Christ.

      It won’t stop. Let me catch you up. It’s been a week since I put you away. I can’t let you go. I’m so addicted to you. Writing in this journal… makes me feel alive! It helps me! I need it! Fuck me. My hands have been shaking every time I grab a motherfucking pen. Every time I grab a pen I almost start writing my thoughts. I need a place to keep them. There are too many for my head.

      I’ve been sleeping three or four hours again. Not because I want to, but because I can’t sleep. I lay in bed and all I can think of is the knife.

      I wait, listen, and think below my covers. If they come, I’ll hear them. There must be someone living in the walls. Someone fucking with me, someone waiting for me to sleep. So I shut my eyes. I pretend. I’m awake with my thoughts and I worry about whoever it is touching me. I worry about jumping out of bed and screaming at their touch. I worry they’ll stab me with the knife if I move. I need to see who puts it there.

      But then I sleep. And I never find the person. The person in my walls. I cover up as much as I can when I change my clothes, and I’m damn sure to change them fast. I don’t want the pervert to see me through the walls.

      I’m scared it’s him. The Sunday Slasher. I’m worried he lives in my walls. His damn smile is on my mind. It haunts me. It’s nasty. The memories of being murdered come back, and part of me still has the college girl’s thoughts—I still remember how it feels to adore him. And to hate him. Mostly I feel the collective hate, but there’s still that slight desire slipping through. That godawful lust consuming me.

      Sunday: a steely tingle ran down my back. I was going down the treehouse steps in my dream, and I looked around, and fog filled the air. I couldn’t see below me, I had no idea what was there waiting for me should I head downward. And then a steely tingle came again, and I turned to see Athena.

      ‘Valerie, you look so beautiful,’ she said.

      ‘Am I sick?’ I asked.

      Athena put an arm around me and kissed me. I pushed her away.

      ‘Maybe you’ll be different,’ Athena said.

      I wanted to stab her. I wanted to burn my lips off. It was disgusting and vile.

      ‘I hate you!’ I said.

      Athena’s finger twirled in her hair, and she said, ‘There’s still time for you to turn out different. But I don’t know that you will.’

      I felt a black spot inside of me when she said that. A sickness which rose and spread through my stomach. I was sick all right; as sick as I’d ever been. I fell on my hands and knees, gripping the steps. I was close to falling off. She seemed impossibly far away. She seemed impossibly tall. She was only two steps away, looking down at me, smiling. I didn’t want to fall, but my head burned and everything felt hot as if the air were somehow boiling. I sneezed. I was getting sicker. Everything seemed putrid; black decay spread along the treehouse. Athena came closer. She kneeled down by me.

      ‘I hope you feel better,’ she said.

      The fog was getting higher, it engulfed me quickly. I was drowning in it. I had no sense, I couldn’t see, I couldn’t talk, I couldn’t feel.

      Monday: I missed school. I missed Eli’s. I stayed home. I… I was sick. Incredibly sick. It felt more like a disease than a sickness. My head was heavy. I laid down. I almost never sat up or stood up. All I could do was rest. I drank tons of water; I was kind of out of it. Then I took medicine, drank tea and drank juice. I felt like a sack of dog shit.

      I did not dream. If I did, well, I don’t remember. I should get sick more then, if it keeps the dreams away.

      Tuesday: Still sick. I felt a mist of heat around me. It was heavy. I thought of you, Diary, of writing. I needed to. But I couldn’t get up. Any movement upset my stomach. I felt as if I’d throw up if I got any closer to this book. But I needed to write. It’s part of me. I needed to.

      Wednesday: I was fine enough for school. I stood over my dresser, looked down at the part where you were hidden, then got on my knees. I was scared. I was scared that maybe there was a black hole under there and you were gone forever. I was scared the man living in my walls stole you. Which, speaking of, the knife still hasn’t returned yet. It’s in its spot in the kitchen, and I’m glad.

      I reached my hand under the dusty dresser. I touched you. I cried in joy because you hadn’t left me. I felt crazy then. I was a psycho. I belonged in the insane asylum with the other crazies, didn’t I? I pulled my hand quickly away. I lay there hopelessly. I hadn’t had a nightmare in days… but I needed you. I did what I could. I went to school. I tried to be myself. And it worked, but my palm kept itching with the need to write. So I drew in class, I drew the whole day, and I found myself writing what I’m writing now. I scratched it off the paper, tore it up, threw it away in the dumpster behind the school. I did anything I could not to write in this diary. But it’s in me, I need to. I need to do this, to write in you.

      Thursday: I couldn’t be in the room with you. No, I really couldn’t. Not when my nightmares had stopped. I couldn’t risk them coming back. I seemed normal again to everyone. No more talk about bags under my eyes, no more knives under my pillows.

      So I went to Rose’s and I pretended to study. All I did was doodle in the corner of my notes.

      ‘Get my mind off stuff, Rose,’ I said.

      ‘Huh?

      ‘Dipshit,’ ”I laughed. Too much on my mind. Distract me.

      ‘Okay?’ Rose said like a question. ‘I started reading a book called Eternity, it’s about a boy named Brandon who…’

      And Rose went on. I stopped listening by then, pretending to focus on what she had been saying, pretending to be interested. I just needed the slightest distraction, and she gave it to me.

      Orion cooked steaks. I ate half of one. It was a struggle to eat, I didn’t feel well. I was still sick. But I ate because I had to, I had to eat something. I chugged orange juice, watched TV with Rose. All was normal.

      I envy Rose Hawthorn just a little bit. I wish I could be normal again like she is. But I can’t get rid of this… weirdness. If it’s not one thing, it’s another. I wish I could be anyone else. I don’t want this life anymore.

      So then I went home. I slept on the floor by my dresser. When I woke up, the knife was next to me. I wish I knew why. I held it in my hands… and I tried not to scream.

      Then I dropped it. My hands went over my neck. There was nothing wrong with it. I was worried about my neck… because I had a dream that night.

      I was the next victim of the Sunday Slasher. I was Riley. I jumped. I realized I was here, I realized where I was at the sight of those scary dolls looking back at me. Those plastic and glass eyes that never blinked. They stared at me. They followed me around. They were just like the ones in my other dream, where the lady chased me, and there were those crying dolls. Except these didn’t cry, their eyes just watched. Studied me. Studied me like the man in my walls probably did.

      All the dolls had long, flowing hair in a ponytail, just like I did—not me—like Riley did. Come to think of it, they all looked like her. Blonde hair. A pretty smile. Eyes that were big and vibrant.

      Then her thoughts became mine. She loved dolls oh so much. Their beauty especially. And she loved how their looks were preserved forever. She wished she could be a doll. She wanted to be pretty like them. Riley was obsessed with looks.

      And when this dream started, she had just gotten home from the nursery where she worked. There was a little girl that kept pulling Riley’s hair. It was a tiring day. She was unsuspecting, and she was having a window fixed. The man seemed nice to her. I wish I could’ve talked to Riley. I had her thoughts, but I couldn’t give her my own. We were one body, but we were two separate minds. My mind was seldom in control. And oh God, I talk like this is reality, but it’s just a dream. Just dreams. Right?

      The Sunday Slasher was repairing a window screen for her, she had cardboard up in its place. It was a warm day, so she walked instead of driving. His shop wasn’t far, six or seven blocks away. She left with a water bottle in hand, unaware it would be the last time she ever saw her collection of dolls.

      Riley passed a friend along the walk. Another blondie. I don’t know her name. I can’t even hear the conversation. All the sound was sucked out of the world as I begged her, cried to her, screamed, ‘Go! Leave! Go with your friend! Run away! Don’t go down there! Don’t get your window! He’s gonna murder you!’

      But she couldn’t hear me. I begged her. But Riley walked away from her friend, the last person (besides him…) that would see her alive.

      Her friend never stopped feeling guilty as long as she lived. She died a few years later by suicide. She never left a note, but some people thought they knew why. Too much guilt over Riley.

      Riley continued on to her inevitable doom. I yelled the whole walk. Death edged closer with every step. Wind screamed over the roofs. It was already hot out, but it turned into such a scorcher when I got to his block. As if the air were flames. It bothered me, Valerie, but not her, Riley. Faint music drifted to me from his house.

      I shivered. Even in the heat, I shivered.

      Riley walked to the door. She knocked. Knocked again. Then he answered.

      He let her in. The door squealed on its hinges as if warning her…

      ‘Ah, Miss Riley,’ he said. ‘Lookin awful gorgeous today.’

      ‘Who, me?’ Riley smiled.

      He winked, smiled, then said, ‘Of course.’

      ‘You’re so sweet,’ Riley said.

      He told her he was gonna grab the screens from the workshop, then he walked toward the door. Her back was turned. Then he moved behind her back and grunted. As she started to turn her head, he grabbed her, and that’s when she finally screamed.

      He pulled on her ponytail, tugged until it felt as if it’d rip off her scalp, then wrapped it around her neck. Everything was fuzzy, I couldn’t see very well.

      Moments later he dragged me to the crawlspace. He sat across from me. That nasty unpleasant smile was all I could see. He was there for an hour, maybe two, just looking. Then he came closer hesitantly. He touched my shoulder with one finger, then dragged it down my back. He hovered over me. Then he cupped my breast. Then he pulled away, embarrassed.

      When he left a minute later, I didn’t know I would wake up. I lay there, dizzy, hurt (an understatement), nearly blind, and then I saw it.

      The headless body of a lady. She was in that Audrey Hepburn black dress.

      I woke up screaming.

      But on my mind… was the treehouse.

      I ran to my backyard. I had to be sure the ginormous treehouse from the nightmares wasn’t real. I had to be sure Athena wasn’t here. My body quivered. A thin cold hit me. Then I noticed a little mist—a little in the corner of the yard. I shut the back door.

      It was Friday, so that meant school. I dreaded it. I was suddenly so weak. My stomach hurt again (and Athena’s words played over in my head, You’re sick). Soon I got ready for school, brushed my teeth, half-assed my hair, and put on whatever clothes I saw first. I looked out the window. I sighed. The grey sky… I just couldn’t look.

      Rose messaged me that she was outside. I walked to Orion’s car looking down at my feet the whole time. I didn’t want to glance the demented sky.

      I looked so bad… Even Orion asked what wrong.

      ‘Sick,’ I said.

      He nodded, asked, ‘Need medicine?’

      ‘No.’ I sighed. ‘My head just hurts.’

      Then we got to school. The day passed slowly. By lunch it felt as if the day should be over. I didn’t eat. I rested my head around my arms on the table.

      ‘How’s your head?’ Rose asked.

      ‘Well, nobody has complained yet.’ I laughed.

      ‘What?’ Rose said. She didn’t get it.

      ‘Kidding.’ I said. ‘My head kills.’

      I was too sick. After school we didn’t go out anywhere, I just went home. I hurried to my room. My head throbbed. I jumped on my bed. I knew I was about to pass out, but I had to do one thing: I lifted my pillow. There was no knife. I checked the case. Still nothing. I smiled.

      I slept.

      I didn’t dream.

      But I found the knife. It was only a nap. Under an hour. My left arm felt something hard beneath the pillow. Something was there, and I didn’t want to look. But curiosity took over. My hands gripped the pillow a little too tight so that my palms turned white when I squeezed them.

      Then I moved it away in disgust.

      He must’ve been in the walls. I don’t know how he gets in, I don’t know how he gets out, but he’s in them. He’s silent, but he’s in them. The man in my walls, putting the knife there just to fuck with me. I looked at each wall, I examined them top to bottom. I looked for trap doors and even moved my bed to look at the wall behind it. I moved my dresser next and found nothing. I looked in my closet—maybe he lived there. But nothing. No sign of the man in my walls.

      Then I saw an ant crawling down the wall near the window. I walked to it, looked at it from inches away. It paused; it did not move when I looked at it so closely. But the ant was there, and I was then so angry, and I don’t even know why I was. I was just angry suddenly at the ant, angry at everything. Maybe it was the fragments of anger from my dreams, all piling up.

      I smashed it with my forehead. It didn’t hurt to bang my head hard on the wall. I wiped his bits off my skin. I don’t know what came over me.

      Maybe this was the wall he was in. The wall with the window. I hated it. And the man who lived in it. The Sunday Slasher. The man leaving the knife for me. What did he want me to do with it? Oh my God, what did he want me to do with it? What did he want from me?

      Then I realized it was in my hand. I didn’t remember grabbing it. But it was there. I raised it up. It felt natural in my hand. I put it on my throat. A sickly chill ran through me.

      Is this what he wanted? He couldn’t kill me in my dreams, so he wanted me to do this. He wanted me to do it for him?

      Every thought made me shiver. I couldn’t take it. I collapsed as if all strength disappeared from my legs. My hair was in my eyes and blinded me momentarily. I moved it quickly away and looked up at the wall. I was sure I’d see him over me. The pervert. The sick fucker. The Sunday Slasher. I hyperventilated. I cried. I was good at crying.

      Tears fell on the knife. I saw my reflection in them.

      I stood up; it was hard to. Maybe I still had a little strength left in my legs. I left the room, looking over my shoulder. Scared he’d be behind me, like for Riley. I touched my neck again, making sure it was still there. I was scared of him. Still so, so scared.

      In the kitchen, I washed the knife. I wanted to put it back in its spot. Then I thought about it. I put it on top of the fridge and pushed it and heard it thump against the wall. Nobody would ever look there. Nobody would reach there. Nobody would know but me.

      I looked around to double check he wasn’t watching. The man in my walls couldn’t possibly see. I’d have heard him come down here. He won’t put this knife in my room anymore.

      But that’s what brings me to today. To Saturday. It’s why I picked you back up again after a week. Because it came back.

      Dammit.

      It came back. It was dirty and dusty and he wants me to do something with it… and I don’t… I can’t do this. I can’t do this. I really can’t do this.

      But damn do I feel a tad better writing this down. This is why I need you. You calm me. But I need answers. Why is he doing this to me?”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “‘Rose?’ I said.

      Rose looked away from the movie we were watching at my house, and said, “Yes?”

      I couldn’t look at her. I kept my eyes on the movie and said, ‘I keep my diary in that spot under my dresser.’

      ‘Huh?’

      ‘If anything happens to me,’ I said, ‘read it.’

      ‘Val? What’s wrong? If something happens to you—what? What do you mean? Huh? What’s wrong?’

      ‘Nothing,’ I lied. ‘Just read it. One day. I want you to read it.’

      ‘But for what?’

      ‘Just to read.’

      ‘You’re scaring me, Valerie. You’re scaring me. What do you mean?’

      ‘So I’m remembered.’

      ‘Val, you’re not dying until you’re eighty-seven or something and in the nursing home. Please don’t talk like that, I don’t like to think of things like that. Are you sure you’re okay? You’ve been strange lately. You were normal. And then Avery… and then… then you’ve been gone after. So—so different. What is wrong, Val?’

      ‘Rose, I…’

      I told her I was scared to die. I told her it was on my mind. I told her that was bugging me. She… understood. Then she promised she’d read it if she ever needed to. And she told me where she kept hers, so I could read hers if it ever came down to that.”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “It wasn’t the usual dream. No. It was different. Hard to tell if it was a dream. Like Joel, Lisa’s brother. When he saw her taken, and thought it was a dream.

      I watched my sleeping body. It was the dead of night. Darkness clung heavily to me. Then a shape moved in the corner. It stopped at my bed, looking down at me. All I saw was a blob in the dark. Just a blob. Humanoid shaped. Evil. Corrupt. Otherworldly.

      But I was frozen to my bed.

      Disturbing breathing was loud in my ears.

      Was it the man in the walls? I think so. Maybe he lived in shadows instead. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe he wasn’t the man in the walls. Maybe he was the man in the shadows. The man in my dreams. Could that be it instead? No. A dream or a shadow can’t grab a knife. That doesn’t make sense.”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “He was there again last night. That blob in the dark, standing over me and breathing. Impossible to tell if it’s a dream or reality. I can’t move. I can see it. But I wake up; it feels real. I’m just torn. The only constants are the terror and the knife. The knife is there under the pillow every single time.

      I could be crazy. Maybe that’s it. My life took a sudden turn with this journal… and I never experienced anything like this before.

      I saw a balloon outside flying into the black sky. Flying into the abyss. The balloons still scare me. I felt myself lift off into the air, even though I was in my bedroom, looking out the window. I felt my mind float with it. I don’t want to go up there. I don’t want to float into the sky. Don’t let me float into the sky. There has to be a… a cure? Can I call it a cure?

      There’s a way to stop this all. I know there is. This can’t go on forever.

      Lord help me.”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “I dreamt of the treehouse; it was quiet. I stood below the massive trees that cradled it. There was no mist, only silence. Me and silence. I stepped onto the swirling staircase. It was taller than before. It neared the clouds.

      I put my hand on the bark of one tree. It was surreal; I felt warmth and texture. Could it all be a dreamscape?

      I yawned. Athena appeared next to me.

      ‘Athena!’ I said.

      ‘Hello.

      ‘Athena, what’s wrong with me? Why am I here? Why the treehouse?’

      ‘Didn’t you always want one?

      Yes!’ I yelled. ‘Now tell me, what do the dreams mean?’

      ‘Dreams?’ Athena said. ‘Honey, this isn’t dreams. It’s real. And you’re sick. Oh, so sick.’

      ‘Sick with what?’

      ‘I’m sorry, I wished for it to be different.’ Athena shrugged. ‘I was sure one of us would be. One of us has to be. And if not you, then someone new.’

      ‘Tell me!’ I begged.

      Athena looked at me, confused.

      ‘You know,’ she said. ‘Deep down, you know, Valerie Hart.’

      I thought about it. I thought deep down. And I felt sick in my stomach and toes. It spread like wildfire.

      ‘You need to help me,’ I said.

      ‘I can’t help you. Nobody can.’ Athena frowned. ‘I wish it could’ve been different, but it isn’t. You’re very, very sick.’

      My legs moved suddenly. I was going up, and so was Athena Hendrasen.

      ‘Where do I know you from? I asked.

      Athena’s mouth was shut and blue in the corners. A stitch closed the right corner of her mouth. As we climbed and I looked at her, more stitches sprang out. In a matter of seconds, her mouth was stitched shut.

      I screamed. I scrambled. And soon I was at the top. I looked back; there was no Athena. Only me and the door. So I opened it. Inside was brightly lit. The telescope was still by the window. I went to it, pointed it out the window, and put my eye to the lens. I had always wanted to look through a telescope in a treehouse. I was distracted.

      He was behind me. The Sunday Slasher. The man in my walls. The blob in the dark.

      His arms were around me. He squeezed me tight. I felt I’d snap between his scummy fingers and wormy grip. He was a bastard pervert and I wanted him to die. I wanted to be far away from him. I wanted to be gone—and then I was.

      I was Reagan, his next victim. The woman in the dumpster… I was her. I was naked. And the lid of the dumpster was miles away in the nauseating darkness. There was no sound of the whistling winds hitting the dumpster. I had a layer of frost over me. I had been here for a while—every part of me was numb. I was confused, dizzy, and my eyes were slipping shut.

      I needed to sit up. All I had to do. Just sit up. Reagan, sit up, come on, please! Just sit up, Valerie. Sit up. Come on. Sit up and reach for the lid. You can do this. Stop lying here! Stop lying here!

      It felt like icy teeth of snow monsters were biting me all over. Devouring me. But I was alone—it must’ve been just the frost. I was freezing to death. Naked, frozen, dying.

      How did Reagan get here?

      Then my mind gave. I couldn’t think. The darkness hovering above me drifted farther away, like the balloon against the black Carpenter sky.

      The darkness spun. My body felt as if it would float, as if I’d drift away with the balloons. I wished I were hiding under my parents’ bed again, just like I did when I discovered my fear of balloons. But Mom and Dad were nowhere near. Nobody here to save me. I was dying, and the killer wasn’t near. The man in the walls wasn’t here to hurt me.

      I died; drifted in the cold shell of death; then later I woke up when light shined in the dumpster. Someone was opening the lid and was about to find Reagan.

      And the knife was under my pillow.”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “Rachel Moore was his final victim.

      She was the most gorgeous victim. Her body was sexy and it was mine. I was her. I was Rachel.

      Rachel worked at a little antique shop. It was winter, so there weren’t many customers… until he stepped in. The Sunday Slasher. And she was the only other person in the store. She was nervous; she had a bad feeling about him. Rachel kept a gun under the counter. She eyed it. She knew. Somehow, she fucking knew. And never said a word. I almost hated her. Almost. But she was a victim, too. She would be dead soon. And I was about to see it all and feel it all.

      He picked up a photo album. Dust was on his fingers. It reminded me of the dust on the knife. He flashed her that sinister grin.

      ‘Rachel.’

      ‘How ya doing?’

      ‘Great,’ he said, ‘and you?’

      I felt the disgust building up in her. She knew. Her hands were shaking, and she held them together to hide it. She bit her lip. She tried to remain calm. She’d never had to use the gun before. Not like this. Not in real life. She wanted to shoot him right then and there.

      ‘I’m—I’m okay,’ she said. ‘A bit under the weather.’

      He set the album down, still grinning, and walked closer to her. My heart raced. Rachel wondered if she should shoot. She wanted to. She knew it was him. It had to be. Rachel watched. Rachel knew. And she was scared.

      He leaned over the counter.

      ‘My, my, you are a pretty one,’ he said.

      ‘Th-thank you.’

      Then he climbed over the counter too fast for her to react. I remember her saying ‘Please—‘ then screaming when he pulled the pocket knife out. She hit him before it could open and knocked it out of his hands in their struggle. He smacked her, she hit him, and he kicked her to the ground. Rachel twisted her ankle as she came down atop a pile of junk.

      Her eyes moved to the gun. So far away. She wished she’d shot him when he walked through the door. He looked at the gun, laughed, then grabbed the newspaper Rachel read that morning. He lay on top of her. She felt so violated, then with a burst of energy and fear, she bit into his shoulder.

      He pushed her away then shoved a piece of paper into her mouth. She resisted. He punched her stomach. Her mouth flew open and she gasped for air, and he stuffed more paper into her mouth, further. She choked; her throat burned.

      Then he took another page. He balled it up and stuffed it in. Then he ripped a third page and forced it down her throat.

      I did not fully experience her death, as I woke up to my grandma shaking me. Why the hell was she here in my room?

      ‘Grandma?’ I said.

      Dad was behind her, ‘Look who came to visit, Val.’

      ‘Oh, my little Valerie, I’ve missed you,’ Grandma said, then hugged me.

      ‘I’ve missed you too,’ I said. And so has the fucking morgue.”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “I put the knife in the garbage.

      It was under my pillow by morning.

      It’s Saturday. I don’t want to get out of bed. My head hurts again. It feels like an anchor. I couldn’t lift it. I didn’t want to. I wanted to sleep. But I couldn’t. Sleep didn’t come. So here I am. Writing to you. The knife is next to me. It’s dirty with gunk from the trash.

      The fact is, someone has to know where I put it. Someone is watching me. Someone has access to my house. Someone is in my house. They want me to have the knife. It has to be the man in the walls. And he’s watching me as I write, he’s wondering if I’m gonna make the right decision with the knife.

      When will he show himself? Why won’t he tell me what he wants already? He wants something from me. I’m left wondering how he survived. He died long ago. But he lives in my walls. I don’t understand. Nobody would. I have no proof of anything.

      My goal today… is to find out how to stop this. If I keep having these dreams… I’m going to kill myself. I’m gonna fucking slice my throat with that knife. I’ll do it in the tub. I’ll have a hot bath running. It’ll be an easy cleanup. I feel bad for whoever finds me. But it’ll be the only way out.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “All I found on my search was common sense stuff. It’s all stuff I’ve tried before. Tea, happy thoughts, that sort of thing. I’ve done it all, but the nightmares stay, they get stronger every passing night. Some nights are dreamless, of course, but mostly they only get worse.

      I’m tempted to see a psychic—there’s one down the street who works out of her home. I see the neon sign all the time that says she does palm readings. There’s another sign with her hours but I never bothered to write them down. But I could always see her if I’m that desperate. Should I stoop to that level? To a medium?

      Mediums… no, that’s satanic. I’m not satanic, and I do not want to be satanic. But all a book will tell me is to eat better and exercise. That’s one thing I’ve done. Exercise. I’ve done it enough. Nothing helps. Exercise, dream catchers, tea, none of it.

      This is something out of my reach. Out of the reach of logic. Something too powerful. But what?”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “I have to quit this. I have to put away the journal. It must go under the dresser for good. You’ll always be there if I need you, but you must also be the source of the nightmares. And I can’t keep dancing around it. You’re the reason, and I need you to go.

      But that’s not all. I still have more to say…

      The blob in the dark, he becomes more real every night. Something is happening. He still watches over me. And he’s becoming more… real.

      It’s an indescribable feeling I get. I get it when I watch myself sleep. He’s not a ghost, he’s not a dream, he’s a thing. And each night he’s closer to getting me. And each night the knife is there for me. Oh my God I think I’m having a panic attack.

      I’m at the library and everything feels so loud. It’s quiet, yet loud.

      And tonight, I’m putting you away under the dresser.”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “It’s been a week. You’ve been under my dresser the whole week. I’ve tried to forget you. You’re always on my mind. I can’t say I was as… successful as I thought. The dreams have died down, sure, but the blob in the dark (the man in my walls) still hovers over me. As I sleep, he watches. He stands there. What does he want? What is he gonna do to me?

      I need to put you away again.

      I believe this is goodbye for good. I already feel better without you. You helped me for a while… but I need to do what’s best for me.

      Maybe I’ll check in here and there. Maybe… maybe if I discover something…”

      
        
        From Valerie Hart’s diary

      

      

      “I can’t shake this panicky feeling. Every night when I sleep, I feel a man hover over me. I can’t look at who he is. He watches me with nasty thoughts. I don’t know where he disappears to, but he comes back every night. I’m being watched. I know it. That’s why I keep the knife under my pillow, and one under my bed. I know one day I’ll turn and see who it is, and I’ll scream and he’ll grab me and during the struggle I’ll slash right through his chest and he’ll fall over and never bother me again.

      I’m back because I figured it out.

      I’m sick. I understand what Athena Hendrasen meant now. I can’t tell you all of it. But I get it. I found out I was the one putting the knife there. I was sleepwalking. But the blob, the man in my walls, he is real. I feel him every night. He just watches. And I’m ready to stab him. I’m ready to hurt him. I’m ready for revenge on the Sunday Slasher for all the women he killed. I was them. I was all of them. I felt their deaths, and I’m ready to kill him.

      But my diary, I need you to understand, I’m different now. I’m sick. I’m very, very sick. I don’t think I’m the Valerie Hart I used to be.

      Something is happening. Everything is changing. I can feel it in the air. I can see it in Carpenter’s black skies.

      So before I put you under the dresser… this was fun. Even throughout all the sick parts, this was fun. But this is goodbye. I’m sorry. I’m so damn sorry.

      I promise to reread you sometime. Maybe a decade from now. And I’ll start a new diary and compare how different my life was.

      Maybe.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        From Rose Hawthorn’s diary

      

      

      “I first knew… or, I mean, thought… Valerie was crazy when Avery Mitchell died and she didn’t seem to notice. She wasn’t sad, and that scared me. It was almost like she forgot about him. When I brought him up, she didn’t want to talk about him and she seemed very calm, and… I don’t know, it worried me, but I never said anything. I think if I had, maybe we wouldn’t be here right now, but we are and I’m worried and I feel terrible.

      I loved her with all my heart, she was a sister to me, and it’s all my fault she’s gone. We shouldn’t have switched places. But I have another thing to worry about now, and that’s her journal. Do I show anyone or keep it to myself? But that means breaking peoples’ hearts. So many people mourned for me, and I’m alive, and so many people think she’s around, but she’s dead. What can I do? I’d rather be with Valerie than be here in a place where nothing makes sense.

      And I’m disturbed at her journal. After the last entry, it was blank until the last four pages that said ‘I’M SICK’ at the top of every page and ‘I’M CHANGING’ at the bottom. It took a lot out of me to read her book. Gosh, Val, why didn’t you tell me so much was wrong with you? I would’ve understood. I would’ve talked to you about it and helped you however I could. I don’t think you’re crazy. I want you back. I want to help you.

      I know she wasn’t crazy, because her bedroom is giving me a dark feeling. Her room looks very happy, very bright, even in a town like Carpenter. But every night, I feel so uncomfortable. It’s the room. Something is wrong with her room. I know it wasn’t you, Valerie, I know nothing was wrong with you. Maybe that’s why you didn’t dream when you slept at my house. I think it was just your room.

      But I looked it up, nothing ever happened in the Harts’ home. There were no murders here like in movies where someone becomes possessed or where the ghost messes with them. There was nothing wrong with the house at all. I even feel fine being in the creepy basement or the rest of the house, it doesn’t give me those problems. I slept in the living room one day and I didn’t feel as grossed out as I did when I slept in Val’s room. It’s her room.

      Carpenter gives you a filthy feeling when you go outside, and I think most of it comes from the sky, but her room gives off that same feeling, too. Her room has that same weird essence as outside. I feel a little drowsy in here. And cold.

      And as I cried and put her journal back under the dresser, I just felt so confused and lost and broken inside, I don’t know what to do. I kissed Shawn and haven’t talked to him since.

      They haven’t found the killer yet. And oh my God, I’m sorry Shelly. I haven’t mentioned you yet. It’s like I was oblivious to losing a cousin. We didn’t get along, but I miss you, Shelly. We did have fun times together and it’s all my fault I’ll never see either of you again, you guys were driving together because I was an idiot.

      I saw the photographs and screamed, nobody in the world deserved that.

      I just feel so blank inside, so… not only empty, and not only guilty, but just… I’m a pile of shit. I feel like a pile of crap, and there’s no way around it, I’ll have to live with my feelings for the rest of my life. There was another murder too, only a few miles away. Another girl was found… oh gosh, just like they were. This person is out there… and who’s gonna stop him? It’s always the same, the girls are always missing an eye and their nose is cut off and their faces are so mutilated they’re unrecognizable and I’m shaking writing this. Oh, what if I’m next?

      
        
        From Rose Hawthorn’s diary

      

      

      “So, I saw Shawn today for the first time since we kissed. At school, I told him to meet me there again. I gave him Valerie’s journal and told him how she wanted me to read it. I warned him he might be worried by what he sees, but he was really eager to read it. He started reading it there on the spot. I wasn’t gonna leave him with it—I didn’t wanna leave it out of my sight. It was all I had left of her, so I sat there while he read it, and it was very quiet. He read it in one sitting, he never asked me any questions or looked away from the book, he just read it.

      ‘What does any of this mean?’ he asked when he finished.

      ‘Shawn, it’s hard to understand, but this is who she was, and I didn’t even know.’

      ‘Was she crazy?’

      ‘I don’t think so. Please believe me, it’s her room, I think. It feels so gross in there and I feel sick every time I step inside of it.’

      ‘Rose, you know somebody else died, right?’ Shawn said. ‘A girl not that far from here. She was close to our age.’

      ‘I know, I heard, so the person isn’t done,’ I said. ‘Could she have been right? The man in her walls…’

      ‘Do you really believe that?’ he asked.

      I cried, ‘Shawn, I knew her better than anyone else and I know she wasn’t crazy! You saw the bags under her eyes, she was having nightmares and couldn’t sleep. She avoided sleep, she was… it was her room! She wasn’t crazy!’

      ‘Her room,’ he said. ‘Can I go inside?’

      ‘What? No!’ I said. ‘At least, not today. Not with her parents home, but on another day.’

      ‘What day?’

      ‘I’ll… let you know, but you can come and see it soon, I promise.’

      He handed me back the book and said, ‘And about the kiss—‘

      ‘Don’t,’ I said. ‘Just don’t, even if you enjoyed it or didn’t, or even if I enjoyed it or didn’t, I can’t do that to Valerie, dead or alive. Please, let’s not do it again or talk about it.’

      He nodded.

      ‘Thank you,’ I said.

      ‘Can I help you?’ he asked. ‘With anything at all?’

      ‘Maybe if you can time travel.’

      He sighed and said, ‘Something is going on in Carpenter, Rose, and whatever it is, I want to end it.’

      ‘I feel it, too,’ I said. ‘Something bad has already started, and it will only get worse.’

      We looked up to the cryptic sky and watched the little black clouds float around. We didn’t have words to say, so we sat without talking, but I think both of us were thinking about her. I don’t know why he felt so sad over someone he barely knew, but he did, and I was so sorry for him. I wanted to be sorry for myself, but I couldn’t be. I didn’t deserve sympathy.

      The sudden coldness on the air told me that the worst was yet to come. It brought out goosebumps and I looked at Shawn. He had them too and was looking at me. Still without words, we both knew what the other was thinking. We were both thinking about the message the cold air was bringing us. And I can’t be sure about this next part, but I think when my eyes broke away from his and I looked back to the sky, I think I saw it get darker. It was a perverted dark, similar to the one Val talked about in a dream, where it looked like the darkness was trying to hide the night, to hide that murder. This darkness was trying to hide Carpenter.”

      
        
        From Rose Hawthorn’s diary

      

      

      “I’ve heard about another murder and I’m scared because this one was closer to home than the last one. I want to move away from Carpenter, but part of me feels I need to stay here, partially because it’s my home and partially because I owe it to Valerie and Shelly to find out what happened to them.

      This girl was 18. That’s only a little bit older than I am, and I can’t and don’t want to imagine what that’s like, being faced with your death, having a knife forced through you like that. I wonder, at what point do they die? How much of it do they feel? Maybe I don’t want to know that. I don’t want to know what Shelly and Valerie felt in their final minutes.

      But on the other hand, I do want to know, because the car was locked, and I just don’t get it at all. I wish I had answers, but all I can do is sit here and wonder. My—Val’s grades are slipping and it’s all my fault. I can’t focus in school, and they’ve made me see a counselor or therapist or whatever she’s called at the school, and she tries to help me but she can’t, because she doesn’t know the whole story, and if she did… if she knew about the switch, she’d tell everyone, and I’d be done for. I’d be in such big trouble, and it would mess with so many people, and I’m not ready for that. I never will be.”

      
        
        From Rose Hawthorn’s diary

      

      

      “Most people think Valerie and Shelly were the first two victims, and these other two girls that died make four total, but I think Avery Mitchell might’ve been first. It’s a stretch because it’s been so long, but he was found in his bathroom with a knife going through the back of his head. All the girls had cuts along their heads. His nose and eye were not missing like the girls, but I have the strangest feeling that the person that stabbed him was the one who mutilated the others. And that connects this person to Valerie even more… could this person have known we switched? But what do they have against Valerie that they’d do that to her? But then, in her journal, she didn’t even know Avery died. She talked about missing him and not seeing him and him not answering his phone as if he were alive. Which is crazy—she must have known he died. But at the same time, I don’t think she was crazy. Come on, I knew her, we spent a lot of time together and I would’ve known if she were crazy. Valerie Hart was the farthest thing from crazy, she was sweet and funny and maybe angry and swore like a sailor, but crazy? No.

      I’m writing this in her room and I feel very ugly. And—”
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      “Holy shit,” Rose said. “What is that?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Rose Hawthorn jumped off the bed, clutching her journal close to her chest, and looking down at the dry light that shined from underneath the bed. It seemed to flicker on and off. She couldn’t see much else—there was only a thin space between the carpet and covers that it could come out from. She was half in awe and half in shock.

      She was right. There was something wrong with the room. She was chilled not only by the light but the creaking sound like footsteps that accompanied the flicker.

      STOMP! STOMP! STOMP!

      The steps became heavier. Rose stepped backwards until she hit the wall with the window. Her hand gripped the curtain.

      Then the light stopped flickering.

      She screamed, but nobody was home to hear her. Not today. It was Sunday night, and Valerie’s parents were out on a date. She could’ve invited Shawn over, and sure, she planned to, but for now she was alone with the supernatural light below the bed. Her stomach turned. This was something Valerie had never mentioned.

      Then there was a laugh below the bed. Rose screamed again. It was her biggest fear: the laugh of a clown. She looked to the window then quickly back to the light below the bed. She thought about jumping.

      I could survive a jump from here, right?

      The covers folded upward on their own; inch by inch they rose, the light flashed again, and the heavy footsteps filled the room. Her heart raced and her sweaty palms twitched. She never blinked.

      When the covers finally rested on top of the bed, the light magnified. Rose looked closer. There was nothing but light under the bed. No clown. Nothing to see. And while she was still against the wall, she got to her knees for a better look. All she saw was the chaotic brightness. It was evil. It was sick. And when she heard the footsteps fill the bedroom again, she looked up, but all she saw was an empty room.

      The lights were off, and she hadn’t touched the switch. It was on the other side of the room. “But they were just on!”

      “Come closer,” the grave voice below the bed said. The light flickered faster with every syllable. “Don’t you want to know the secrets of Carpenter, Rose?”

      She did want to know. The carpet seemed to push her forward. She started to crawl toward the bright light. It did not flicker when the voice did not speak.

      “Good girl,” it said, flickering. “Come on, Rosie.”

      Rose crawled, stopped, took a breath, then crawled again. She was two feet away when sweat fell into her eyes. She stopped in pain, set down her journal, and wiped her eyes. Then she crawled again.

      She was spellbound by the light. It was glorious, no longer the dirty light it was from a distance. Her head gently touched the bedframe as she stared at the light; looking at it did not hurt. It was like magic. She could stare into it and her eyes would be fine.

      “Boo!”

      The light did not flicker. It engulfed the room and blinded her. Two giant hands wearing clown gloves grabbed her shoulders and pulled on her. Rose punched through the light but her fists didn’t find a body. After a minute of struggling, the light was gone, and so were the voice and the hands. She was alone in the room in the dark. There was nobody with her.

      She searched around for Valerie’s phone and dialed Shawn.
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      Shawn looked under the bed. He wanted to believe Rose. But he couldn’t wrap his mind around it.

      “The part of me that read the journal believes you,” he said, “but stuff like that just doesn’t happen.”

      “It happens here,” Rose replied. “That’s what Carpenter is, it’s a place where strange stuff happens. Don’t you ever wonder why it’s always so dull here? Why the sky is always black as ink? Why those murders happen and there’s no sense of fear among… anyone? It’s almost as if she never died.”

      “I know.”

      “So if you know, please, please, please believe me.”

      “Okay,” he said, “I do.”

      For a moment—perhaps less—Rose thought she saw the light return briefly under the bed when Shawn looked away. She did not mention it. The last thing she wanted was for Shawn Porter to think she and Valerie were both loonies who belonged in the insane asylum.
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      The little girl ran out of her room, there was a monster after her. She cried for mommy, but mommy couldn’t hear her, and the monster was oh, so close to getting her. She ran down the hall, hitting her hands against the wall, trying to make noise, trying to alert somebody—anybody! The scream in her throat was too big to escape, and she was too terrified to breathe. She was always scared of the monster in her closet, but never knew what would happen if it ever came running to her. The eyes were what she saw first: those weary, red-rimmed eyes. And the girl knew that in the heart of them, there had been something once that wasn’t so scary—sweet, even.

      Then the monster grabbed her in the inviting darkness. It wrapped a towel around her face and held her jaw shut. It silently dragged her back through the house until it got to the basement door, then the monster opened it and stepped down as carefully as a monster could.

      Down in the basement, in private darkness, the monster held the girl down on the pool table. The monster removed the towel and held its knife—no, it was a claw—to the edge of the girl’s throat. Without hesitation, the monster slashed. Sweet blood spilled out and filled the room with a coppery smell.

      Then the monster lifted the towel, wiped the knife, and went for an eye. After that, it chopped off the girl’s nose. The monster smiled and sunk the knife into the girl’s head. She had been dead for a couple minutes, but that didn’t matter. There was no stopping a rabid monster. It stabbed and sliced while wearing the biggest smile in all of Carpenter.

      When it was all said and done, the monster was happy. It kissed the little girl’s cheek and left the house.
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      “I really should be going,” Shawn said. “The Harts will be back soon. I’ve still got homework to do, too.”

      “I have homework, too, but I don’t know if I can ever do it. I’m so distracted, so nervous and uneasy these days. I can’t focus on anything. I haven’t read a book besides her diary since I heard the news.”

      “It’ll get better,” he said, then hugged her. “It has to.”

      “And if it doesn’t?” Rose asked.

      “It’ll all be okay in the end,” he said.

      She hugged him tightly. She didn’t want to let go. She cried and tears fell on him, but he didn’t seem to mind.

      “Goodbye,” he said.

      “Goodbye,” she said, then wiped her eyes and let go.

      She led him to the front door. As they approached it, it turned and opened on its own. It was the Harts.

      “Who is this?” Mr. Hart asked.

      “My—my friend. Shawn. From school,” Rose said. “He was just leaving.”

      When Shawn was gone, she went back to Valerie’s room and shut the door. She lay on the bed with her hands over her eyes.

      Could I have been wrong about the light? Rose wondered.

      She sighed.

      She almost drifted to sleep, then remembered the book bag by the closet. She had work to do. She had already ruined Valerie’s life, she shouldn’t ruin it any further. Rose grabbed the book bag, which she kept in the same spot every day, unlike Valerie who often would toss it wherever and often made them late for school because she couldn’t find it, found a pen, then went to the desk and got to work. For once, she was able to focus. She got to act—pretending she was Valerie. And acting was enjoyable.

      After a couple of hours of homework, she showered. Not once did she close her eyes, for fear that if she did, she’d open them to Val and Shelly’s bloodied and rotten corpses asking, “Why did you let this happen, Rosie?”

      Then, after the shower, she went to bed. She shut her eyes and tried to dream. Sleep came; it took a little bit, but it came. It was hard to sleep when she was filled with such regrets. At 2:00 AM, her sleep was broken.

      The window was cracked open, and a muffled voice that sounded as if it traveled there from another dimension said, “Rose? Rose? Help me, Rose!”

      Rose shot up and looked around, scared. She raised her arms in defense. She saw no one, and shivered at the sight of the moving curtains. But she had heard the voice clear as day. Somebody had definitely called her name. She did not want to admit she heard it, but it rang over and over again in her ears, “Rose? Rose? Help me, Rose!”

      Rose cried.

      “Valerie?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “I heard her voice, I know I did! I know I heard her!” Rose said. “How did I hear her?”

      “Are you kidding me, Rosie?” Shawn replied.

      She leaned forward over the lunch table, and whispered, “Don’t call me that at school, I don’t want anyone to hear you.”

      “Sorry,” he said, “but she’s dead. You couldn’t have heard… there’s no way.”

      “Oh come on! After that talk we had yesterday, do you really find this stuff hard to believe?”

      He ran his hand through his hair. “What if I don’t want to believe? I don’t want to start believing. I don’t want to be a crazy person like she was. There’s normal and then there’s crazy, and I’d rather things be normal.”

      “You’re lying to yourself,” Rose said.

      “I don’t want it to be true. None of it. I want her back, too, Rose, but that doesn’t mean I should believe her wacko hallucinations.”

      “Why can’t you believe that I heard her voice? What’s wrong with believing that? You’re aggravating me. You told me last night you believed me about the freaking lights under my bed!”

      “Because if you heard her voice,” his face turned red, “I don’t know how to handle that. A light? Sure. There was a light. But dead girls don’t speak!”

      “Fine,” she said. “You don’t have to believe if you don’t wanna, but I would know her voice anywhere.”

      “One thing at a time,” Shawn said. “That book was a lot to take in. Now I have to think about her voice and what it could mean. It’s—it’s evil.”

      Rose frowned, rubbed her eyes, then said, “I was chilled by what the book said too.”

      “How’s this so easy for you?”

      “Didn’t you feel it when you were in there, Shawn? I know you felt it. The coldness. Her room has taken on such a new feeling to it. I can’t be the only one to feel it. And it’s not just cold, it’s like a whole other place.”

      “Yeah, it was,” he said. “I can’t deny that at all. Figured I could… but I feel I’m way deep into this now. Whatever it is, it’s like I can’t back out now.”

      Rose drank from her bottle of water; neither she nor Shawn had really touched their lunches. They were too busy talking about Valerie. Even when she was dead, she still hung around their lives. And somehow Rose knew that the journal was only the beginning.

      Rose set down the bottle and buried her face in her hands. The day she asked Valerie to switch kept playing over in her head. She could still remember running to Val’s room—picturing her smile—and thinking about the best way to ask her about switching. Then she remembered how silly she felt in the following days, how it was something so petty to do.

      “I read up on that guy, the Sunday Slasher,” Rose said. “His name’s Ed Holland. Her dreams weren’t that accurate but some parts were… oddly close.”

      “Her mom told her about it, she said that.”

      “But every single detail?”

      “I don’t know, Val, but she must’ve told her something,” Shawn said. “And her imagination could’ve filled in the rest.”

      The bell rang and they each went their own way. Valerie was still on Rose’s mind. And Rose couldn’t describe the pain she felt when she heard others talk about herself being dead. She wanted to leave school and never come back.

      And deep in her heart, she knew that’s what she’d do.
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      There was no dramatic chase or time for final words. No panic, no time to cry. Cynthia drove home from Miller High—a short drive from Carpenter High—parked, grabbed her book bags, and went inside. There was food in the fridge; her mom cooked before leaving for work and wouldn’t be home until six.

      Cynthia was alone with the killer. He watched her from her bedroom closet, through the partly opened doors as she sat on her bed and kicked off her shoes before slipping into comfortable pajamas. She put her hair up in a bun, set her alarm for an hour nap, and buried her face into the pillow.

      Something tapped from inside the closet. She wondered what had made the noise, but it was brief, only a moment, so she ignored it. But once it came again, this time longer, then a third time. She sat up, gulped, and went to see what could be making the strange tapping.

      As she reached for the handle, the doors abruptly swung open and the killer tackled Cynthia to the ground. In a split second, the knife tore through her neck and pulled tendons like wires. The killer buried the tip of the knife in her cheek, then raised it, and luscious threads of blood raced down her freckled skin.

      The monster removed one eye, then her nose.

      Cynthia was unrecognizable.
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      Rose was unaware of the eyes that watched her; not one pair but two. They looked on in confusion, and when Rose walked out of Valerie’s bedroom, they whispered to each other. When she came back in, the eyes hurried away. They—and others—would still watch over her. The eyes would always be there.
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      Rose lay on her stomach, then shifted onto her side. She wanted to leave school and didn’t know how to explain it. She had to figure out a whole new way to talk to Valerie’s parents. Hers were much different than Valerie’s. Both sets of parents were nutty, either way. She thought about homeschool, but already knew Mr. and Mrs. Hart were against it. Then she had the urge to read one of her Agatha Christie novels, but those were back at her true home.

      She eyed the space under the dresser, and was tempted to read Valerie’s journal again, but decided not to; there was nothing new in it for her. It would only freak her out more. Rose was bored. The memories of going to Eli’s with Val brought tears to her eyes. She missed those days; she hadn’t gone there once since Valerie died. It would be too painful. She hadn’t even visited the bookstore.

      Everything had turned drearier. It wasn’t just a thread of disquiet running through her, but a whole ocean of it. Anxiety filled her mind. She was suddenly biting her fingernails (gross, Rose, gross). So she grabbed a comic book from Valerie’s stack—her to-read pile that she would never be able to read—and lay back in bed. It was better than nothing.

      When she finished the issue, she cried.
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      Shawn Porter watched baseball alone in the dark. He hadn’t thought of Rose or Valerie all day until now, when he had gotten bored and his mind began to wander away from the game. It wasn’t boring—tied at the end of the seventh, heading into the top of the eighth—but it was hard to focus when such bombshells had been dropped on him two days in a row. He had pushed it out of his mind for around two hours since the game started, but he couldn’t not think of it.

      Carpenter felt even faker to him, as if it weren’t a real town at all. Perhaps it was because he never had to deal with death before. Time seemed to speed up since Valerie Hart had passed. He didn’t understand how or why time could still go on even past death. And the afterlife worried him so much that he turned red whenever he thought of it.

      When the game was over, he did not want to go to bed. Mom and Dad were already asleep, but not Shawn. The house was quiet and he loved the peacefulness—it was half of why he loved to stay up very late. After the post-game interviews, he flipped through the channels, staying for five or six seconds before skipping.

      He paused when the segment on Cynthia came on. He felt numb to the news. A little surprise bloomed deep inside of him, and he felt the worry spreading.

      Shawn did not want to believe that the killer was still on the loose; he did not want to think about what came after death. Surely something did, and he had grown up believing so, but his faith in a destination after departing earth wasn’t so strong.

      After the segment concluded, he waited in case they brought it up again, but by the end of the news spot, he was already looking it up on his phone. Outside of all the victims being pretty girls, he couldn’t make heads or tails of it. Random murders, all but one in Carpenter, all girls. One happened to be the girl he adored.

      A sense of tiredness came over him, and he headed to his room in the basement. He got in bed, and after tossing and turning below cold covers for twenty minutes, noticed the window was opened.

      Explains why it’s so cold.

      On the windowsill was a handprint of blood and art of a skirt, but he could not see them now. Not in the dark.

      Not until morning.

      And when the morning came, he saw the blood and the fabric and he trembled. Through the window, he looked at the sky. It was as if the world had stopped altogether. As if he were the only person left.

      Somebody’s blood was in front of him. But whose?.

      Could it be her? he wondered. Rose heard her voice. Now I find this…

      No. He did not want to think about that. It was much too painful a thought. And if it were true, if it were her, he worried about what might have come back with her. Cheating death couldn’t be easy. Not without a price.

      A chill slithered along his spine. He stuck his finger in the blood, and his thoughts ran back to being in Valerie’s room. It was that goddamn room that was the root of his problems. He just knew it in his gut. Rose had been right about that. It was the room. And it made him feel sick: could the room have poisoned him, too? Corrupted his mind? He wondered what effects it would have on him, having been in there.

      It’s just blood, why assume it’s hers? Jesus, get her off your mind. There’s no getting her back. Besides, you hardly knew her. How can you be this into somebody who didn’t even mention you in her journal? She never cared. Why should you care if this is her blood? Why should you care if Rose heard her?
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      Rose heard Valerie’s voice again. It was the middle of the night; she ignored it and she cried—cried so loudly that she worried she’d woken up the Harts. Rose didn’t know exactly what time it was, and she was petrified as the voice spoke to her. She clung to the pillow and remembered how Valerie said she kept a knife under there, and Rose was tempted to do the same to defend herself.

      “Help me! Rose! Help me!”

      All warmth disappeared from the room. A current of cold air ran over Rose’s body. The darkness was unnatural; she shut her eyes to escape it, but it was still there, that putrid darkness, behind her eyelids. And the voice wouldn’t stop talking.

      “Rose? Rose? It’s scary here. Can you hear me? Please hear me! I need help, Rose! I’m sick! Rose, can you hear me? I’m sick!”

      Rose wanted to turn over—she wanted to see who it was. And she also wanted to run from the room and never come back.

      Then she was asleep. She didn’t remember falling asleep, but she remembered those minutes perfectly. She remembered the fright and sorrow in Valerie’s voice. She remembered how scared she was. Maybe she was so frightened she fell asleep (and wondered if that were possible).

      In the morning, she did not get ready at all in the room. The voice in her mind kept reminding her—kept insisting—how evil the room was. And she began to believe the man—Ed Holland—really was in the walls, keeping watch.

      When she was done getting ready, she grabbed her water bottle and headed out the door. As Rose walked to school, she was sure that afar off she saw an impossibly tall figure in the shadows. She blinked, and he was gone. He was hard to see, but she knew it was a man and that he was creepily tall.

      Rose was aware of the eyes that watched her. He seemed familiar. Almost comforting. But scary nonetheless. She looked around her—her imagination running wild, and in her mind, a dozen of these figures were about to charge at her—but she saw nobody but students.

      They all seemed like robots. Carpenter became faker by the day. And she felt lazy. She didn’t want to walk. But she did, and she kept glancing over to the shadows, absolutely certain she’d catch another tall figure looking at her.
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      At the same time that the bell rang to begin homeroom, the killer was watching its prey in Raven Hill. And under Valerie’s bed, a light was shining as brightly as her eyes once did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The light was still shining while Rose and Shawn were in school. It stopped when Rose led Shawn into the Harts’ home and shut the door. They walked together in silence to Valerie’s room. Rose stayed in the doorway as Shawn looked under the bed.

      After checking, he stood up and shrugged. “There. Nothing.”

      “I don’t want to sleep here anymore, and I don’t know where to sleep. I’m just so scared and uncomfortable with this weird room. It’s terrible.”

      “I wish I knew what to say,” Shawn said. “I’m sorry.”

      Rose finally came in from the doorway and sat in the chair at the desk. An enchanted wind breezed through the room, and the door rattled then slammed shut.

      “Rose! Shawn! Help me!” a familiar voice shouted.

      It was coming from above them. It had to be Valerie.

      Rose looked at Shawn. The terror etched on his face mirrored her own. His mouth opened to say something—but the door rattled again, and now the voice came from behind it.

      Shawn ran to the door and tried to open it. The knob twisted, but it seemed as though the door was fused to the frame; there was no opening it. Whoever was behind it pounded with both fists.

      “Rose? Shawn? Help me!” a voice from behind the door said eerily.

      “Valerie? Are—are you really alive?” Shawn yelled.

      Rose shut her eyes. All she saw was darkness, but then an image flashed behind her eyelids: she pictured Valerie—her skin now grey with a touch of greenish slime and boils scattered all over—beating against the door. She pictured the cuts, half-healed and oozing pus. She pictured Valerie’s single eye blinking, and how tough it must be to breathe through a sliced off nose. Whatever she pictured wasn’t Valerie anymore, but a monster.

      What scared her more than that was the sudden silence that filled the room. It was peaceful. But she did not want to open her eyes. There was no more rattling of the door; no more Shawn or Valerie speaking. Had the door opened? Had Val gotten Shawn? Was she out for revenge? And most importantly—was she about to grab Rose?

      “You okay?” Shawn asked. He was still at the door, she could tell.

      Carefully, she opened her eyes. “No.”

      Rose put her hand on her head. She was hot and dizzy. The room began to churn and circulate, and she fell to the ground like a puppet released from its strings. Shawn rushed to her side, helped her up, and sat her on the bed.

      Rose said, “Was that her?”

      “Rosie, whatever it was, it was evil. It sounded like her, sure, but it wasn’t. It couldn’t be. There are things in this world we don’t know about. It could’ve—”

      “I don’t know what to believe!”

      He sat down next to her and put his arm around her to comfort her. She smiled at the gesture. It did make her feel better. She kissed his cheek; he just sat there.

      “I finally believe you,” he said, “and I don’t think I could ever deny it.”

      “I want to leave.”

      “What?”

      “Leave, Shawn. I want to leave Carpenter.”

      He sighed. “So do I.”

      “Where do we go?”

      “I don’t know. Raven Hill—”

      “Is terrible,” Rose said. “Gem City or Radley. Those places are nice.”

      “And you want me to go with you?”

      “Yes. You’re the only person who can understand me and I want you to go with me.” She stared at the ceiling, then continued, “I’m sorry, Val, I know I owe you, I need to keep your life going, but I can’t live like this.”

      The light came back. It was powerfully bright and Shawn took his arm from around Rose and put his hands over his eyes.

      “Why, hello Shawn!” it said. “Come, don’t you have questions? Don’t you want answers?”

      “To what?” Shawn asked.

      “Aren’t ya wondering why she didn’t give a shit?” the light asked. “Come, put your eyes to the light. Come see. There are lots of mysteries around Carpenter, and I’ve got the answers to ‘em all.”

      “What is this?”

      Rose, clenching her fists, said, “This is what I told you about! I want it to go away!”

      A million little fingers poked through the light and tapped gently against the floor, making a peaceful noise. “I don’t gotta drag you kids, do I?”

      “What happens if we look?” Shawn leaned forward.

      “Don’t!” Rose said. “I looked last time and all it did was scare me.”

      “Just a funny little prank for a funny little girl,” the light said. “Can’t anyone around here take a little joke? Lighten up.”

      “If you’ve got so many answers down there, tell us one,” Shawn said. “Make us believe you.”

      “Suuure, fella,” it said. “I bet you’d like to know who your real father is, Shawn. Did you know Mommy is a little whore? You want me to solve the mystery of whose cock she’s sucking tonight? Or the—”

      Shawn spat at it.

      “Oh wow, fella,” it said, “don’t be mad at the truth. I bet you’re angry at Valerie still, right? Isn’t that what you were thinking about when you heard that precious voice of hers? That anger you held towards her. You told her all the right things, you did all the nice things, and she still looked past ya, huh? Doesn’t that still make you angry? Didn’t her voice make it worse?”

      “It’s not true, Rose—”

      “Ah, Rose, you’re so pretty when you sleep,” it said. “For such a little brat, you sure do love to feel sorry for yourself. Crying every night that ‘it should’ve been me!’”

      The light extended over the million little fingers that had crawled out from it and hid them. The light was only inches from Shawn. Incredible. Incredible but also terrifying.

      Shawn leaned again.

      “No!” Rose shouted, but it was too late. Shawn put his face into the light.
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      Shawn saw it.

      Death by fire. That’s how it all started. Carpenter was damned from the start. But it didn’t start there. It started in a burning field in Europe long ago. Witches were hunted—most of the victims, however, did not practice witchcraft.

      A little boy was plagued with disturbing seizures and screams. His parents went crazy at his bedside; the same fate came for them. Whispers spread of black magic curses. That’s when the women were gathered up by the hundreds.

      It was July and it was a scorcher, but on this day—the day of the trials—it seemed the whole planet was under the chill of a thick mist that spread out as far as the eye could see. A trench was dug. The women would soon be buried and their names would be forgotten.

      In the middle of the trench were twenty large spikes with logs at the bases. The women were lined up by twos, and all their families watched as the men impaled them on spikes. Angry screams and desperate pleas flooded through the air and meandered to the heavens, but there was no savior that would hear them or deliver them.

      And as the women all bled out, the flames were lit and the putrid smoke lifted and choked them. Even the children couldn’t look away from the tortured women. Beautiful embers drifted and twirled past melting skin. After five minutes, their insides leaked past the slits in the burned skin. Most of them—the lucky ones—were unconscious at that point from carbon dioxide that replaced their oxygen.

      But one was truly a witch.

      The witch looked at the man in front of her—the ringleader, the one who set them ablaze—and she cursed him with a whisper. From that moment on, his life was damned.

      It started with his family; he had four boys, and the youngest died first when he slipped down the stairs and cracked his neck. The second youngest hung himself. The second oldest was eaten by worms and beetles. The oldest went insane and charged at his father with a knife before slicing his own throat. The man’s wife couldn’t bear it, and she hung herself, too.

      The man was cast out of his town. He traveled to America and founded Carpenter.

      Shawn saw it all when he put his head into the light. Rose pulled him away.

      “I need to see more!” Shawn said.

      But then the light vanished.

      The room was normal. For now.

      “What did you see?” Rose asked.

      He told her all about Carpenter’s history that he saw. Then he told her that there was so much more, that the city had so many more things to reveal, but when she pulled him out of the light, that was it. He wouldn’t be shown any more.

      Rain began to streak the windows, then a groan came from the ceiling. Shawn and Rose hesitated, then looked up together, as droplets of blood dripped down on them. He took her hand and they sprinted out of the room, then out of the house and into the rain.

      “I know what to do,” Shawn said, holding her close in the rain.

      “What?”

      “We burn it down.”
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      She thought about it all night. After Shawn left, she went back into the house, very on edge, and dried off with towels from the bathroom. Then she went to the living room, put on cartoons—a silly thing that made her feel safe—and waited until the Harts came back.

      But the thought never left her mind.

      We burn it down.

      Rose sat up in Valerie’s bed, drinking water. The lights were on—she was not turning them off tonight. She was much too frightened. And with a yawn, she thought: What if I burn it down and burn Val down with it? What if she’s really alive? What if she’s back? I can’t lie to myself forever, I’ve heard her voice again. How can I hear a dead girl’s voice?

      She set the bottle down, then pulled the covers over her shoulders and slipped the pillow over her head. There was no way sleep was coming to her.

      Where will we go? How will we live? Will… will I ever see Mom, Dad, and Orion again?

      Sleep did come eventually for her, even if it wasn’t until 4:00 AM.

      A few blocks away, Shawn was thinking similar thoughts: I knew I never should’ve talked to her at the library, what was I thinking? This is all so bad. This can’t end well. And Val’s room—I feel so sick. I think it’s doing something to me. I don’t… I don’t feel so good.
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      The most vicious of the murders was the first one in Raven Hill. It would be big news everywhere by the time Rose and Shawn were each out of bed. This one came with a warning—written in big letters from the victim’s blood—

      
        
        THERE WILL BE MORE

      

      

      The victim was another lady. She was twenty-five, with gorgeous black hair and green eyes. Her name was Marina, and not only was she killed the barbaric way that Valerie and Shelly and the other girls were killed, but her stomach was torn open, and from the spilled-out guts, the message was written.
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      Rose pulled Shawn aside in the hallway at Carpenter High. The bell was about to ring, and they’d both be late, but it didn’t matter—they planned to run away soon. They were both headed out of Carpenter very soon. There’d be no more of the fake city. There’d be no more weirdness, fright, or pain. They’d have each other and they’d be somewhere normal. No looking back.

      “The person who killed the—the person who killed Val and Shelly is getting farther away,” Rose said. “Each murder is farther. Now they’re in Raven Hill.”

      “I know,” Shawn said.

      The bell rang.

      “I want revenge,” Rose said, “I want to kill him.”

      “Kill? What? Rose, kill the killer?” Shawn squinted. “This isn’t Hack/Slash.”

      “Hack what?”

      “Val told me about a book called…” he trailed off. “Never mind. What happened to the burning—to burning the cursed room?”

      “I still want to burn the cursed room,” she said, “but I want to get rid of this psycho.”

      “How do you plan to find him?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Then why should we do that? Why go after him?” Shawn said. “What happened to leaving together for a normal life?”

      “I still want to. I still want to do that.”

      Shawn said, “I knew I was in too deep. No good can come of this. Nothing. Absolutely nothing.”

      Rose said, “But…” but didn’t know what to say.

      “It’s the room talking,” he said. “Is the room doing this to you? The light? Is that what makes you want to do this? You can’t be serious.”

      “I can’t tell at this point, Shawn. There’s something telling me that it’ll lead me to her.”

      “You want me to lead you to her?” Shawn asked, then pointed straight ahead. “The graveyard is a few miles that way!”

      Rose wept and looked away. “It’s not the room talking, it’s me, but you won’t listen to me!”

      “It’s your fucking guilt,” he said. ”You don’t have to keep feeling this way. It’s okay, don’t you understand? Everything is just fine. We have each other and that’s all we need.”

      “Is it?” Rose asked. “Is it?”

      “Yes.” he hugged her.

      “I like you, I really do,” Rose said. “But believe me, okay? I know that’s hard for you. I need to see this person dead.”

      “And I don’t?”

      “Doesn’t seem like it.” Rose sighed.

      “Well, I do.”

      “Then come with me, Shawn.” She turned back to look at him.

      “If it’s what you want, then I will.”

      She gave him a quick kiss on the lips before going to class.
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      He snuck over the gasoline after school. They’d planned it out perfectly: they’d leave tonight in his dad’s car. They’d only have the clothes on their backs, and a little bit of cash in their wallets. Not much in cash, but enough to last them for a couple days. Who knew what they’d do when the money ran out? Neither cared. If worst came to worst, they’d come crawling right back to Carpenter. But Carpenter was not a normal city, and soon after they left, it would forget them. It was not normal. God wanted to hide it away from the world.

      Rose smiled as she opened the door. She was less nervous. It wasn’t her life she was throwing away. She was not ruining anything in the name of Rose Hawthorn: the dead girl. This was all in Valerie Hart’s name. She had the note written out, too. The note she’d leave in the mailbox on the front lawn.

      Dear Mom and Dad,

      I’m running away. Let me be. I’m tired of this fucking place. I’m sorry about the fire.

      -Valerie.

      Rose knew it was shitty—beyond shitty. But hadn’t she deserved something good by now? She’d be happy leaving. And, the way she saw it, she’d be doing Mr. and Mrs. Hart a favor. The room was haunted as hell, and it would catch up with them eventually if she didn’t burn it. Who knew what else was lurking there in the house.

      She thought about Ed Holland—the man in the walls. If he really was there, he’d be gone now. And for the first time in days, she remembered Valerie’s diary. After she and Shawn were in the bedroom, she found it and clutched it tight.

      “All I have left of her, do you mind if I take it?”

      “I’d be surprised if you didn’t.”

      Rose kissed him.

      “I still want to do this,” he said. “Do you?”

      “Yes.” It was a scared and hesitant yes, but it was a yes.

      As Shawn put his hand on the cap of the gas can, ready to open it and spill the gasoline across the room, a bottle of perfume crashed loudly to the floor.

      He looked at it, then back to Rose, and her eyes held his. She stared, her heart thumping in her chest.

      “It’s okay,” he said.

      But it wouldn’t be. The dresser abruptly shook, and the bag of Sweettarts clattered off. Her laptop smashed onto the floor and bits of plastic scattered around the carpet. Rose shouted for him to hurry up, that it was finally time to burn it.

      He untwisted the cap, then—

      Then they both froze. They heard the front door. The Harts were back early. Rose was done screaming, but the terror was not over. The closet door had come to life. Maddening eyes looked at them through wooden slits. The closet doors slowly opened and a disturbing creaking noise came with it. Then the carpet began to slither. The hellish grey fibers straightened out and dragged across the room nearer to the open doors—the mouth of a monster. Rose’s mind filled with apprehension.

      The little things—the candy, the plastic from the laptop—all went into the void of the closet first. The monster knew their plans. It wouldn’t let them destroy the room.

      “Help me!” a voice that sounded like Valerie said. “Rose! Shawn! They’ve got me in the closet! Help me!”

      The carpet fibers clung to their clothes and pulled them down like chains and Rose and Shawn could not break free. There was no getting up. They reached for each other, but their hands could not touch—the inches between them seemed like the length of an ocean.

      Footsteps thumped in the hallway.

      “Valerie?” Mr. Hart said.

      The carpet stopped moving, then went back in place. Everything that was sucked into the closet was gone—Rose couldn’t see it and figured she never would. Those horrible eyes vanished.

      Rose and Shawn stood up quickly and hugged each other. Then they both jumped at the knock on the open door. Mr. Hart stepped in.
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      After the Harts left the room and she was left alone with Shawn, she hid the gasoline in the dresser drawers. It was the only part of the room that didn’t scare her. The walls creeped her out, the bed terrified her, and the closet—oh God, she couldn’t fathom what would’ve happened if it dragged them inside.

      Then she left with Shawn and went back to his house. They walked. It was cold out, but they declined a ride from Mrs. Hart. Rose couldn’t stand another minute in that house or with Val’s parents, and she was angry that the plan wasn’t in action yet.

      “Why did it stop?” Rose asked.

      “Huh? Oh, the carpet,” Shawn said. “I was thinking about that, too. I got this sense that the house wanted to protect them. Like it had a bond to them. It would do anything except hurt its masters.”

      Rose stopped walking. “Was it her? Is that why I kept hearing her voice? Is she possessing—”

      “Whoa, I didn’t say I had all the answers,” he said. “But look, if I were a betting man, I’d say no. It didn’t feel like Valerie. And she wouldn’t do that to us. It felt just like the light from under your—from under her bed.”

      “Why would it protect them?” she asked, now walking again.

      Shawn shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s their house, maybe that’s just it. They own it. And the room knows you’re not her.”

      “Yeah, maybe that’s it.”

      “I do have a question for you, Rosie.”

      “Shoot.”

      “Do you really think there’s a man in those walls, watching her?”

      “Shawn, I don’t know if he was in the walls, but I will tell you now that something is watching me and was watching her.”

      “Someone’s watching you too?”

      “I… just for a moment as I walked up to school the other day I saw a man in the shadows, and then he disappeared. But he was looking right at me. I felt him, and I think he was watching her, too. Like he knows something.”

      The rest of the walk was short and silent. When they got into the house, Shawn briefly introduced her to his parents, then they went down to his room.

      “New plan?” Shawn asked, sitting next to Rosie on his bed.

      “Not much of one, no,” Rose said. “We just… need to do it during the day.”

      “The day? I can’t get one of the cars during the day!”

      “We’re stealing it, we just need to find a way. Any way.”

      “What’re you getting at, Rose?”

      “I don’t know,” she said, “but Mrs. Hart will be at the gym tomorrow morning like always, and Mr. Hart will be at work. They’ll both be gone by noon. We can just ditch school then we can light the fire and leave.”

      “Couldn’t we just leave?” he asked.

      “Are you with me or not?”

      “Yes. Yes—totally!” he said. “But I am second-guessing burning the house when we can just, you know, drive away.”

      “It started with fire and it needs to end with fire,” Rose said. “Isn’t that how it started? Carpenter started with fire. With innocent women dying. And Valerie and Shelly and all the others—they didn’t die by fire, but they were innocent women who died. We need to burn it. It needs to end with fire. Then we can be free then we can leave.”

      “Oh Val—Rose, oh.”

      “Trust me,” she said.

      Then she kissed him.
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      A charmed fog wrapped around Carpenter the next morning, as if the town were truly hidden away as God wanted it. The cloak of white suffocated the town. A flush of filled Rose’s cheeks. She stepped out of Valerie’s room and headed downstairs for school.

      “Bye—bye Mom, Dad,” Rose said.

      Both of them smiled back and told her goodbye and that they loved her.

      Rose was more nervous than she ever had been. Outside in the fog, she felt a brief wave of relief. The cool air was soothing. She tried not to keep panicking. She just needed to focus on meeting Shawn, coming back, and burning the house down. Then they could focus on stealing the car. After that, they’d be on their way to Raven Hill.

      Even if Raven Hill is shitty, it won’t be as bad as Carpenter.

      She met Shawn at his house. He was waiting on the front steps for her. His face lit up with a giant smile when he saw her.

      “You look gorgeous,” he said.

      “Thank you.”

      “Let’s go.”

      She took his hand. He led her down his block and to Anna Willess Avenue, a street that went on for miles. Anna Willess Avenue passed through to the abandoned train yard and somewhere beyond—but exactly what was beyond, nobody knew. The landfill in an open stretch of land—a big sweep below small hills—was twenty minutes down.

      “My note was perfect,” Shawn said. “Told them I was going to run away with Valerie, and I mentioned Anna Willess Avenue. I said by the time they read this note I’d probably be the first person to discover what was at the end of the street.”

      “Perfect, soon we can dump out our book bags along the side of the road and make it look like something bad might’ve happened to us. It’ll throw them off. They’ll come running this way, but we’ll be going the other way.”

      “Let’s hope they don’t find it early,” Shawn said. “Or we will be screwed.”

      “Big time,” Rose said. “I still have my note in my pocket—I didn’t want to risk them finding it before we lit the fire.”

      “Good call.”

      The mist lessened along the curving street. Then everything became surreal to Rose. She never in her life fathomed what she was about to do. The Harts’ house was a house she grew up next to, until the Hawthorns moved. And it was one she visited her whole life. She knew these people since she was born—she loved the Harts.

      But it needed to be done. That much was clear. Whatever happened after—well, fuck it.

      She didn’t tell Shawn—and she didn’t plan to—but she’d had a dream the night before that was as vivid as one of Valerie’s, and she now understood the pain and confusion Valerie felt.
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      She dreamt that she was standing on the ashes of the burned down house. Then, red eyes appeared in the night and floated through the mist, which was much like today’s fog, and surrounded the remains of the house, but she was not afraid. The eyes worshipped her.

      The flames grew and their mystical light illuminated what was around her. The eyes were not floating—they belonged to people dressed in black robes. And they began to chant. It was unclear what they said at first; it was no more than a whisper. Then they inched close to Rose, and the chants were louder. All they said was one word.

      Talia.

      “Talia,” they chanted over and over again.

      “Talia?” Rose said. “I’m not Talia.”

      The chants soared through the air.

      Talia, Talia, Talia.

      A strand of fire swirled away from the rest and drifted into the air and painted the sky. It painted Talia.

      Oh my God, I look like her.

      More strands of fire flew into the sky and acted out a play for Rose. It told of Talia—a legend that went so far back nobody knew where it began. Talia was a princess in a nameless land surrounded by shining waterfalls that were dappled by the stars, and whose water fell away into winding bays that sparkled against blue mountains. She was worshipped by all the men of the land—they all wanted her. And on the day she became queen, an unknown person poisoned her.

      The funeral was the next day. Talia wore a flowing blue dress and even in death, she looked stunning. It was dreamlike. Rose felt nervous. It was as if she were looking at her own cryptic funeral.

      They closed the coffin and sent her body off a waterfall.

      In the following days, the townspeople all claimed to have seen Talia again. People claimed to see her wandering the streets at night, but when they rushed to her, she was gone.

      Rose had heard variations of similar stories from all around the world. Who even knew what the original version was. But all these people with their red eyes surrounding her, all of these people worshipped Talia, and to them, Rose was Talia.

      They were coming for her.
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      “Rose?” Shawn said.

      Rose snapped out of her own little world and jerked her head up from staring at the ground.

      “Rose?” he said again.

      “Oh, huh?”

      “I was talking to you.”

      “Sorry, Shawn.”

      “We’re here,” he said. “There’s absolutely no going back. You know that, right?”

      Rose looked at the street. They were near the landfill. “I know, and I never want to go back.”

      And with that, they each took off their book bags and scattered the textbooks, notebooks, and pens all over the street. Then, they threw their book bags onto the hill.

      “If we’re staging this for when they come looking, wouldn’t they wonder why we brought school stuff with us? Wouldn’t they wonder why they’re not finding wallets or—”

      “They’ll just be happy they found somethin’.”

      Rose smiled. “Yeah…”
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      At noon, while the fog was still heavy and clinging to Carpenter, Rose put the key in the knob and unlocked the door. Shawn was at her side and looking around.

      As they walked inside and up the stairs, a thought came to Rose: For the first time, I feel like I’m me again. I’m Rose for the first time since Valerie died. I feel free.

      The house felt strange all around. It felt angry. It knew what was planned—and it didn’t want to go. Every light in the house flickered when Rose grabbed the handle of the dresser drawer that had the gasoline inside. She looked at Shawn.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Shawn said, then opened the drawer. “Let’s do it.”

      He grabbed the container from the top drawer, and as he shut it, the drawer at the bottom, in front of his feet pushed open swiftly and knocked him down. The container slipped away from his hands, and Rose knelt over him.

      “Ohmigod are you okay? Does it hurt? Ohmigod—”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I‘m okay.”

      Then Rose saw the big gash on his ankle. “You’re bleeding.”

      Rose hurried out of the room, saying, “Let me find you peroxide and stuff.”

      At that same moment, the closet doors opened and the carpet began to drag toward it, as it had done previously. Shawn thrashed his arms and tried to claw the carpet away from himself, but there was no budging. It wouldn’t let go.

      “Rose!” Shawn screamed.

      Rose looked back into the room from the hall and saw Shawn being dragged. “No!”

      “Don’t come back in!”

      “But—”

      “We had a good run, Rose.”

      “Don’t say that don’t say that! I can’t lose you, you shit! You’re coming with me to Raven Hill!”

      The carpet crawled backwards slowly into the abyss which was the closet’s mouth. Rose had time. She dashed down the stairs. It should have been easy to find a lighter—Mr. Hart smoked six or seven packs a month. But it took turning the kitchen upside down to find one—probably the only lighter left in the house. She took it, went back upstairs, and, looking in from the doorway screamed Shawn was almost to the closet’s lips.

      “Don’t take him!” she said. She ran her thumb over the wheel on the lighter, igniting a flame. “I’ll burn you down if you do!”

      But the room did not care. It still dragged Shawn.

      “Go before it gets you!” Shawn said.

      “I can’t! Not without you!”

      The angry red eyes of the closet were spellbound on Shawn. Shawn felt a soft heat radiating from the closet as if it were breathing. The closet doors twitched in eager anticipation of swallowing Shawn—

      Thud!

      The bolt of the front door opened downstairs. Mrs. Hart was home early. And the carpet stopped moving. Shawn ran away from it, and when Mrs. Hart heard the footsteps, she screamed.

      “Valerie?” she said. “Valerie is that you? Are you home?”

      Rose didn’t answer. She grabbed onto Shawn and held his hand, her breath coming in short, desperate spurts.

      Valerie’s mom yelled from the bottom of the stairs. “Who’s there? I’m calling the police!”

      “What do we do?” Rose whispered.

      “Now or never, Rose, now or never!”

      Shawn began to dump the gasoline.

      “With her in here? She’s—she’s been a mother to me!”

      “She can run out,” Shawn said, “just like we’re about to do!”

      Once the room was drenched, it rumbled. It was angry. As the two ran out of the room, they saw the items in Valerie’s room begin to move on their own. They spun in the air and crashed into the walls in a flurry. The candy and lamp on Val’s desk flung off and hit the walls first, then the dresser fell over. Her room was in a rage.

      As Mrs. Hart screamed again, Rose threw the lighter from her safe spot in the hallway. She and Shawn raced down the stairs, and once they reached the bottom, Rose looked back up—she looked as if she wanted to run back in there. She froze. Shawn pulled her off the final step, and said, “Let’s go!”

      Mrs. Hart stepped in front of them—realizing that something terrible was happening—and put her hands on Rose’s shoulders. “Valerie? Shawn? What is this?”

      They pushed past her and into the kitchen. She chased after them.

      “Get back here! What did you do? Oh my God, that smell—the smoke! Holy shit—”

      She tripped over Rose’s mess from when Rose searched for a lighter, and her head smacked into the corner of the kitchen counter. She collapsed on the ground and her body convulsed. Blood gushed out of her head and drenched her. She was unconscious.

      Rose stepped towards her.

      “No,” Shawn said. “We don’t have time.”

      “You’re right…” Rose said. “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Hart. I loved you… and so did your daughter.”

      The fire spread quickly. From the lawn, they saw half of the house engulfed in gorgeous red flames. Smoke billowed higher and higher. It was sickening how the smoke simply blended in with the disgusting black sky above Carpenter.

      There was no time to admire the roaring flames. She left the note in the mailbox then they took each other hand in hand and ran. They ran all the way to Shawn’s house, then hurried to the shed in his backyard and hid behind it. His parents were still home.

      Rose grabbed him and cried loudly into his shoulder.

      “Shh, they’ll hear you,” he whispered in her ear, holding her to calm her down.

      She hugged him tightly.

      “Rose—I’m sorry about Mrs. Hart. It’ll be all right.”

      “It’s—it’s not her,” Rose said between heavy sobs.

      “Then what—”

      “That journal was all I had left to remember her by,” Rose said, “and I forgot it in her room.”
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      Rose and Shawn held each other close behind the shed; Rose still cried into Shawn’s shoulder. For a while, she felt disconnected from reality. The seriousness of what they had done tormented her. They were beyond the point of no return. The house was burned, and the note was left. Now they needed to hurry up with stealing the car.

      The dismal sky looked down at them.

      The sound of a car door opening echoed from the driveway. Mr. Porter was heading to the store. He started the car, then drove away. Shawn and Rose watched. They just needed to steal the keys and rush away with Mrs. Porter’s car. That was all. Simple.

      Once the car was out of sight, Shawn walked away from the shed and toward the house, then turned back to Rose who was a couple feet behind him.

      “Wait here, Rosie. Okay?”

      “Huh? Shouldn’t I go with you?”

      “No. If she sees me I can just say I was sick. If you’re here, the excuse is harder to make.”

      “Okay.”

      Rose stayed hidden behind the shed and prayed. Eventually, she stopped hearing Shawn’s footsteps and he was inside the house.

      Shit, shit, shit, she thought.

      As Rose began to cry again at thought of Mrs. Hart, it started to drizzle.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Ma? I’m home,” Shawn said, then shut the door.

      His mom rushed into the living room. “What? Honey, why are you not at school?”

      Shawn sat down on the couch then noticed the car keys were on the table. “I don’t feel good, Mom. I’m in trouble.”

      “What trouble? Shawn? What is it?”

      “Nothin’ major, Ma,” he said. “But I need an aspirin and water. Can you—"

      She went to the kitchen to get him what he asked for. He quickly grabbed the keys—careful not to jingle them—and put them in his pocket. She came back not only with the aspirin and water but with a plate of fruit and a knife.

      “You look horrible,” she said. “Here, some fruit’ll make you better. I always take it when I’m sick, and it makes me better, honey.”

      He put the pill in his mouth then chugged the whole cup of water. His mom peeled an orange then handed him part of it. She set down the knife and had a piece of orange herself.

      “What is this trouble?” she asked.

      “I can’t lie to you, Mom,” he said. “There was a fire today at the Harts’ house… and I helped light it.”

      “Shawn—you what?”

      “You know Valerie, Mom?”

      “I do,” Mrs. Porter said. “Did she drag you into this? Listen—we can call your uncle and maybe he can get you out of this. He is on the—”

      “Mom, I don’t need him to do anything.”

      “I don’t understand,” she said. “You lit a damn house on fire, correct?”

      “I need to tell you more, Mom.”

      “Okay, tell me.”

      “Valerie and I are running away.”

      “What? No, Mister. No you are not. Are you insane? Are you kidding me?”

      “Sorry, I mean… we planned to. But that’s why I’m here. I can’t do it.”

      “Oh my baby.” she hugged him. “We are going to get you out of this mess.”

      “I’m too far into this mess.” Shawn sighed.

      She let go of him, studied him. “What else did you do?”

      “It’s what I’m about to do,” he said. “I couldn’t do this without a clear conscience. I needed you to know.”

      “Shawn? You’re scaring me.”

      “I’m sorry. Please know that I’m sorry.”

      “Shawn?”

      He grabbed the knife, then turned to his mother.

      Mrs. Porter screamed, “Shawn! Put that thing down!”

      He charged at her; she moved away, bumped into the table, and ran out of the room. Shawn paused for a moment with heavy regret. His mother sped into her room and slammed the door.

      Shawn thought, I don’t want to… but I need to.

      As he walked out of the living room and to his parents’ bedroom, he could’ve sworn he heard Valerie whispering into his ear, “Do it, Shawn. For me. Then we can be free and run away. If you love me, do it. Don’t you love me?”

      He stood in front of the locked door and pushed on it with his shoulder, causing the flimsy wood to crack. Mrs. Porter cried.

      “Come on, open up!”

      “Shawn—you are fucking crazy!”

      “I need to do it, Mom! Valerie said I need to do it to be free!”

      He pushed on the door again with his shoulder—it would break eventually if he tried enough times, but he did not have all day. Shawn went to the kitchen sink, ran the cold water, and washed it over his face. Then he opened the cabinet below it, which was filled with junk, and found a rusty hammer.

      He went back to her bedroom door, lifted the hammer, and slammed it down on the knob. It nearly came off in that one swoop. Again, he raised it, struck it down, and the knob fell to the ground.

      The door opened.

      When Shawn entered the room, his mom was opening the window. She looked over her shoulder with terror.

      “Shawn! No! No!”

      He ran with the hammer high above him, then buried it in her head.

      Shawn cried, kissed her cheeks, and said sorry again. “I love you.”

      When he turned back to leave, Rose was standing in the doorway in her soaked clothes. She looked at him, troubled, a little frightened.

      “Shawn?” Rose said.

      “Let’s go,” he replied.

      “I’m so cold.”

      Shawn put his note in his room while Rose dried off with a towel and looked through his mom’s clothes for a new shirt. She found some money stashed away in one of the drawers and put it in her pocket.

      “You ready?” Shawn asked, then held up the keys.

      “Yes.” Rose nodded. “I’m ready for Raven Hill.”

      With that, they hurried out of the house. Shawn took the hammer with him and kept it in a plastic bag. Then Shawn hopped into the driver’s seat, and Rose sat in the passenger seat.

      “You’re a killer now,” Rose said. “And here I am trying to find another one.”

      “Are you mad at me?” Shawn asked.

      Her eyes, as he waited for her to answer, gave no clue to her feelings. Silence, then: “No, Shawn. I’m just confused and I want to make sense of this all.”

      “I heard your voice in my ear while I did it,” Shawn said. “You were telling me to do it. Then we could be free and run away.”

      “I heard her screaming,” Rose said.

      Soon, they were on the street, driving away from Carpenter—hopefully forever. A new sense of calmness and freedom fluttered around them. The voice in his ear was right. They were free. And they’d both be happy.

      “How do you figure we’ll find the killer?” Shawn asked. “Have you been… you know, keeping notes or something? Clues? I don’t know how this stuff works.”

      “It seems like the killings happen further and further out,” Rose said. “We’ll just get to Raven Hill and start piecing clues together as a team. I’m fucking clueless on what we’ll do, but I want to do it for her. I want to see this person dead.”
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      A killer was waiting in Raven Hill. He waited in the thick forest that lined the road that ran through the town. A big, vine-ridden sign with moss overtaking the pole read, “WELCOME TO RAVEN HILL” and another sign read “SPEED LIMIT 45”.

      Earlier that day was the latest kill. It was just a girl. She’d be forgotten. Just like Emily Oakes, who had been missing since the first murders, when Valerie and Shelly were killed. Emily was already forgotten by Carpenter before she vanished. But her disappearance didn’t get the attention that the murders were getting—even if she fit the bill. Gorgeous. Between seventeen and twenty-five. Dark hair. Bright eyes. Beautiful smile.

      The connections didn’t end there. She vanished on the same day Valerie Hart and Shelly Hawthorn died. She was last seen in that area, too. But two dead bodies outweighed one missing one. She didn’t get much coverage, and perhaps she never would.

      But Emily wasn’t just missing—she was murdered. And although her body was found, nobody knew it yet.

      The latest victim rotted in a park below gorgeous beams of sunlight. Her body would be found in an hour. Nobody in Raven Hill would identify her. Nobody would care. One eye was plucked out and her nose was missing. The ocean of cuts on her face made her unrecognizable.

      A couple of cars passed by. The killer smiled. The killer was happy.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      There was another tale from the nameless land that Talia came from. A man stood below the cascades of water that tumbled through the rocky structures and ran into a gorge. He fished. The birds sang all around him. It was a peaceful place on a peaceful day.

      And as he pulled his rod up, a fish on the hook, he saw afar off Princess Talia’s coffin—it was open. He ran to it, crying, “Princess! Princess!”

      The perplexing emptiness of the coffin looked back at him. As it drifted in front of him, a cloud passed over the sun, and he thought maybe it wasn’t sealed well enough. Perhaps it opened and her body fell out and sank to the depths. He hoped his hook would not catch her body. And then he wondered about the royalty of the past. Where had their bodies gone? Where had their coffins ended up? Surely they had to end up somewhere—but where? Did the waters drift on forever and wash off the planet? Did the coffins fall with them off the edge of the earth and into oblivion? It was a thought he did not like, and it was broken by a terrible cry.

      “Help me,” a silvery voice cried.

      It was behind him.

      He turned to see Talia, and said, “Princess! Are you not dead? Were you not poisoned?”

      She fell over into the shallow water, and he rushed as fast as he could to get her out. She was coughing and her face was turning blue. Her hair was a shade lighter than he remembered. She was definitely sick; she was not herself. The man laid her down on a dry space in the gorge.

      “How can this be, Princess Talia? They held a funeral for you.”

      “I do not know,” she said. She looked down at her dirtied dress. “I do not know.”

      It was then that he noticed the cut on her cheek. “I will go bring you help.”

      And so he left, glimpsing behind himself along his walk through the water to be sure that she was all right. And she was all right the first two times. Then, the third time he peeked back, she wasn’t in her spot, so he ran all the way back. The clouds passed over the sun again and for a minute, everything was cold.

      “Talia?” he shouted. “Oh no, where can she be?”

      As the words left this mouth, a hand as cold as a glacier gripped his shoulder and turned him around. He shivered as he turned and saw Princess Talia standing before him. He was confused—she looked much different. The corners of her mouth had gone purple, and blood dripped down from them.

      She kissed the fisherman. He closed his eyes. It felt like kissing death; her lips were ice. Blood from the corners of her lips smeared against his skin, and the blood, too, was freezing. Nerves ran through his stomach, and when he opened his eyes, her eyes were solid black and evil, searching through his soul.

      He pushed her away and screamed.

      He never saw the rock in her hand. She slammed it into his eye; he heard the squirting noise and felt warm liquid slithering over his face and passing through the smeared remnants of blood from her mouth. He put his hands over his damaged eye. Bolts of pain raced each other through his spinning head. He stumbled back and fell into the water.

      She sat on top of him then slammed the rock into his nose. The pain was deep and warm. The rock met his soft flesh again as she twisted the rock into his cheek. She smashed the rock into his forehead. He was dead at that point, but she repeated the same motion move and over, raising the rock with both hands above her head then bringing it down on the gooey remains. The lifeless body rocked in the gentle waves of water.

      The ghost—if that’s what it was—of Talia would kill again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      There were no other cars on the empty road. Ten minutes into their drive, and it seemed like they were the only people left on earth. Rose thought about how nice that would be. Then she thought about what must be happening right now. She imagined that Mr. Hart probably got the news already. She felt loss when Mrs. Hart died, but she knew it would be nothing compared to what Mr. Hart would feel. Not only did he lose his wife, but his house was burned down along with all his belongings, and his daughter—at least, who he thought was his daughter—ran away. He was a man who woke up that day with everything, and in a few hours he had nothing. Rose felt like shit for causing it.

      Then her mind drifted to her real family as she pushed the seat back, turned to the window, and stared at the murky sky. She wondered how they were dealing, and how they’d react if she were to run into her home and tell them she was really alive and pretending to be Valerie. But she was way beyond that point—she crossed into the threshold of no return the minute she decided to stay in character.

      I bet Orion is probably cooking or meditating right now, and Dad’s probably complaining about bills, and Mom is probably reading a book and crying about me. I bet she cries about me every night. She still cries for my sister, Summer, who died when she was only three months. Oh God, I’ve ruined… let’s see… Mom’s life, Dad’s life, Orion’s life, Shelly’s life, Shelly’s mom’s life, Shelly’s dad’s life, Valerie’s life, Mrs. Hart’s life, Mr. Hart’s life, Shawn’s life, Mr. Porter’s life, Mrs. Porter’s life… my life, too. I’ve ruined so many people’s lives… I hate myself.

      I fucking hate myself. I can’t believe Shawn cares for me. Why the hell should he? Does he… does he really like me? Or is this all for her? For Valerie? He’s called me Valerie twice now, and I’ve ignored it. Who does he really like? Me or the dead girl? I can’t even compete with a corpse, can I?

      But so what if he wants her? She’s not alive, is she? Is he only coming with me to find her? I can be her. I am her. I had to be her. I carried on her life for her… I am just as much Valerie as I am Rose.

      Wait. No. What am I thinking, here? I’m not Valerie. I’m just Rose. And I’ve caused so many people pain…

      It’s this town, is what it is. Carpenter. The people here aren’t right. They’re not normal. I’m not normal and neither is Shawn—he killed his mother for crying out loud, how can I just sit next to him? But I’m—I’m also no saint. I’ve ruined more lives than I can count. How do I live with myself? I must be the worst person on the planet.

      A loud cry left Rose’s throat. It was so sudden that she didn’t realize she did it. Shawn took his eyes off the road for only a brief moment, looked at her, then looked back to the road.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “Do you really care for me or do you just like me because you think I’m Valerie? You’ve called me her name before, and I don’t know what to think. And I’m a terrible person, I’ve ruined so many lives and brought people so much pain.”

      “What? No—of course I care for you,” Shawn said. “Valerie is dead. I’m sorry I called you Valerie before, I don’t know what came over me. I’m sorry, Rose.”

      “Are you really sorry?”

      “Yes,” he said. “I wouldn’t run away with someone just because they look like someone else.”

      “I love you, Shawn.”

      “You’re not a terrible person like you think,” he said. “Listen, you didn’t ruin anyone’s life. Their lives—our lives too—and everything in this world is out of our control. You didn’t do it. Whoever runs this show did. Don’t be hard on yourself. You’re a great person. That’s why I love you, too.”

      “Are you still mad I want to find the killer?”

      “I was never mad.”

      Rose sighed. “I can tell you don’t want to.”

      “Maybe I don’t see the point in it, but I’ll give it a chance. I just think it will be dangerous. I’m sure you know that.”

      “I know.”

      “Don’t let your anger get the better of you,” Shawn said, then took her hand in his. “This killer is crazy.”

      Rose looked back to the menacing sky. “Aren’t we all a bit crazy?”

      Shawn said, “You know I meant dangerous—a threat, when I said crazy. Look, can we just forget about it? We still have the rest of this drive ahead of us.”

      Rose closed her eyes. “Okay.”

      Shawn held his breath when he saw the bridge half a mile away. It was a small bridge which passed over a lake, but even if it had only been a foot long, he still would’ve been tense. He recalled the time he had to pass over a similar bridge on a field trip, and hid on the floor with his hands over his eyes. Everyone laughed at him.

      Rose heard him gulp. She turned to him. “You okay?”

      “A little, um, nervous for the bridge. I don’t like them.”

      “Want me to—”

      “No, hon, I got it.”

      Rose looked at the car’s right mirror and a shiver passed through her. There were no other cars on the road. No witnesses. Both she and Shawn were uncomfortable.

      “Shawn?” she said. “I just had the eeriest feeling. Shelly and Valerie must have been alone that day on the road. Here we are alone… oh, you won’t let anything happen to me, will you?”

      “Nothing will happen to you,” he said. They were now beginning to go over the bridge. “Not as long as I’m here.”

      “I still miss them so much,” Rose cried. “Everything brings me back to them and that day and I feel so bad.”

      “I feel nothing,” Shawn said. “Death doesn’t bother me anymore. My grandma died years ago, and I don’t care. I see pictures of her. I remember her. I hear my parents talk about her. But I just don’t care. I don’t have any feeling about it.”

      “But I thought you missed Val?”

      “I did,” he said. “I missed her. But death feels quite normal to me. As if I can’t be sad over it. I can miss the person—hell, I miss her and I don’t miss my grandma—but it—but things don’t bring me back to the dead like they do for you.”

      “I wish I could feel that,” she said.

      “Do you?” Shawn asked. “Are you sure you want to feel nothing but numbness? Emptiness? Thinking about hurting yourself just to see if you still feel?”

      Rose, a little shocked and a little amused, replied, “Did you hurt yourself?”

      “No, but the idea has crossed my mind plenty of times. I wonder if, at this point, if I can feel again. Rosie, outside of my feelings for you, all I have is emptiness.”

      They were off the bridge; Shawn sighed in relief. It would only be a few more minutes before they would arrive in Raven Hill.

      “Bet they’ve found the book bags by now,” Shawn said.

      “Will they even remember us in a week? There… you know, there was a girl, and… wait…”

      “What?”

      “It was the day the murders started, there was a girl named Emily Oakes who vanished,” Rose said. “And nobody talked about her, but she was in that same area when she was last seen and she looked just like me and Valerie.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “But Carpenter is so strange, it just sank to the bottom of the news and I think only a couple of us even remember her. I haven’t—I didn’t hear a single person at school mention her.”

      “What are you getting at?”

      “All the dead girls have looked the same and they all died the same way, the missing eye and nose, and their faces all torn up beyond recognition. But Emily, she was just like that, and… why wasn’t her body found?”

      “Maybe she ran away,” Shawn said.

      “No, no, no,” Rose said. “I remember hearing about her, it was only briefly but she didn’t run away, nothing pointed to that.”

      “You said it got no coverage, so what do you possibly know about it?”

      “Not a lot,” Rose said. “But is it not strange? So strange.”

      “I wonder where she might be,” Shawn said.

      Rose checked out the sky again. She was infatuated with it. And when she saw that the muddy black Carpenter sky extended even into the nearing Raven Hill—something she knew couldn’t be real, it had never been like this before—she shrieked. She wouldn’t be escaping it. The darkness stretched out for miles and miles. Rose wondered if it ever ended, or if the whole entire sky around the world was engulfed in such a rich blackness.

      “Why is it following us?” she asked and pointed above. “The black sky should’ve stayed in Carpenter, but look, it’s here too.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you,” Shawn said. He looked quickly at the sky, then back to the road, and added, “Weird.”

      “Is this real life?” Rose asked. “Nothing makes sense anymore and just a few weeks ago it did make sense. Carpenter was weird, but it’s like reality has altered. I can’t take it I can’t take it I can’t take it!”

      “Breathe,” Shawn said. “We’re almost in Raven Hill, we are almost free.”

      “But did we escape it? The sky—”

      “Enough about the sky. Stay indoors if it makes you feel better, Rosie.”
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      Scattered throughout the forest in Raven Hill, dozens of eyes waited and watched for the car they were expecting. The road had been empty for half an hour—it was perfect. It was nothing they hadn’t done before.

      An early darkness fell over the land. It no longer looked like the afternoon—it was sunset. Purple hues fought against the charcoal sky but faded into obscurity. There was no beating the sickening darkness. The darkness would always win. There were never blue skies over this part of the earth.
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      Sunlight dialed back a little too quickly, and it made Rose uneasy. Shawn did not seem to notice—his eyes were glued to the road. As they passed through the thick forest, Rose studied it in fear. Her morbid curiosity searched deep between the trees, and her imagination wondered what beings might call this place their home.

      Screams as sharp as shattered glass shattered the air. Shawn hit the brakes and looked out his window.

      Rose shouted, “Don’t stop! Go!”

      He hit the gas, and moments after he did, a girl that could’ve been Rose’s sister ran from the trees and darted into their path. Her long hair flowed past her shoulders and was soaked with blood. Her face was scarred with a long gash down each cheek. Her arms stuck out in front of her.

      There was no stopping or swerving. She was dead on impact.

      “Oh, shit,” Shawn said. “We have to call the police!”

      “No! We can’t,” Rose wailed. “We can hide the car somewhere once we get to town. I’ll buy soap and rags and clean the blood off and nobody will ever have to know. Please, Shawn, we can’t stop and we can’t tell anyone!”

      And that would’ve been the plan, if the ocean of glass and nails in the road hadn’t come next. The car flipped twice after the tires were destroyed. Rose tried to see out the shattered windows and orient herself, but everything was blurry. As best as she could tell, there was a wall of fire in the middle of the road, as well. The noise of fragmented glass spun in her ears. She glanced at Shawn. A flow of crimson bathed his face. Rose’s ear slammed into the window and pain traveled hand in hand with the adrenalin that filled her. The crash seemed impossibly long.

      The car landed on its left side, off the path, and thudded into a tree.

      “Shawn?” Rose said. She heard him breathing and crying, and saw him wiping handfuls of blood from his face. “Shawn?”

      He did not say anything. She could tell he was badly wounded, with blood pouring from his head and more soaking his t-shirt. Rose was the lucky one; she was bleeding, sure, but not as badly as Shawn. She was dizzy and everything hurt wildly.

      Rose undid her seatbelt, reached for the door, and opened it. It took a couple pushes for it to stay open. She climbed out, trying to make sense of it all, but it was all becoming more distant and blurry in her mind.

      “I’ll come back to help you, Shawn, I can’t reach you, and you’re hurt,” she said. She thought she heard a groan. He was losing blood fast. Just like Mrs. Hart.

      Mrs. Hart? Rose thought. Huh? What happened to her? What’s going on? I can’t think—we were going to Raven Hill, where am—

      At that second, she realized just how severe the wall of fire was—it towered to the heavens, and its powerful heat swept over her. Then a chilling wind wrapped around her. A cloud passed over the moon so she was in total darkness. She shivered as more cold air traced her, and she looked around—all alone. She hated it.

      “Hello? Anybody?” Rose said in a soft, scared voice.

      A bright light to her right—over the road and far into the forest—caught her eye. It flickered, and Rose wondered who was waving a flashlight here at this hour.

      “Hello? Anybody?” Rose repeated, this time louder, but just as scared as the time before.

      She looked at the road at the ungodly amount of glass and nails. Things started to piece together in her mind just for a second, until the light flashed again and she remembered she needed to cross the road.

      Rose went down the grass until she found a spot in the road untouched by the nails and glass and crossed to the other side. The light was directly across from her, as if whoever was shining the flashlight was following her.

      “I see you!” Rose said. “I’m coming! I’m coming! I need help! Please! My friend is hurt! I’m hurt!”

      She chased after it, and crossed into the gateway of trees. There was silence all around her, save for the distant flickering of flames that soared to the sky. For some reason, and Rose was unsure what it might be, the fire almost made her smile.

      “Hello?” Rose coughed. “Whoever you are, I really need your help. Do you have a cellphone I can use? Do you—”

      The light disappeared and Rose stood frozen in ill-favored darkness. She wept and walked with her hands in front of her, just as the girl in the road had done.

      The girl, Rose wondered. Where did she—

      Rose turned around. All she saw was trees. She didn’t know if she was looking in the right direction. She wasn’t too far into the forest and should’ve still been able to see the road.

      “Shawn!” Rose yelled, and as she took a step further, a thought came to her. He’s all alone and hurt and it’s my fault! My fault! And if something happens to him, I can’t live with myself! I need him!

      A few more confused steps in the deep darkness, her hands outstretched in front of her to feel for branches or…

      Well, she did not want to think about what else could be lurking here in Raven Hill.

      Then the light shined two feet in front of her from a tree hollow at the nearest tree’s base. It felt familiar somehow. Her brain itched as she walked cautiously toward the familiar light.

      “Hello?” Rose said, although it was now clear to her now that the light came from a tree rather than a person.

      She knelt at the light, her hands reached for it.

      Ohmigod it feels so cold! It’s freezing!

      “Hiya, Rosie!” it said. “It’s time ya see something.”

      “Huh?”

      “Come a little bit closer, won’tcha Rosie dear?”

      Rose moved reluctantly closer and put her nose to the light.

      “Closer, Rosie, closer,” the damned voice said.

      Rose gulped. She stuck her head deep into the light.
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      Rose saw it all.
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      Emily Oakes woke up on the morning of her murder—to Carpenter, she had only disappeared—and yawned. It took her a minute to crawl out of bed and go into the bathroom to get ready. Even when she was dressed, her hair was straightened, and she was all ready to go, she was still yawning, and sleepiness hovered over her.

      She left the room and went down the stairs smiling. If she hadn’t forgotten her phone there on her headboard, it would have saved her life—but that was a thought that wouldn’t cross her mind for hours. She was someone who wasn’t attached to their phone in the first place; she did not mind leaving it behind—Emily was happy without it.

      It was a day like any other day, and she felt happier today, for a reason she couldn’t tell anybody. She was, perhaps, the happiest person in Carpenter, unaffected by the dreary black sky.

      Ah, her plans were perfect. She’d sneak off today to see the girl she was seeing in secret. She loved her. The one person she had trusted with the secret had told her that she might be too young to understand what love was, but Emily ignored it. Emily was happy with her secret.

      It wasn’t because her loved ones wouldn’t accept her—they would have. But Emily could not accept herself. She lied to herself, and Emily was only honest with Emily behind closed doors, where nobody could see. Disgust was all she could feel about herself. She knew it was wrong—it felt so wrong—but she wanted her secret girlfriend.

      So that was today’s plan: school, then her secret girlfriend. And if her phone was with her, she’d have answered the phone when her secret girlfriend called to tell her that she could not make it today, to tell her that she forgot she had a family thing.

      Emily stopped at the gas station and bought a donut and a soda and finished them on her walk to school. Thoughts of her girlfriend filled her mind; she felt so happy thinking about her, but those dark thoughts in the back of her mind always had a way of coming back through.

      It’s so totally wrong. Wrong, but I need her.

      Her hand went into her pocket. She realized for the first time that she had forgotten her phone—she pictured it there on the headboard, next to her headphones and some loose change.

      When she was a block away from school, she could’ve sworn there was an impossibly tall figure standing in the shadows at one end of the school. She blinked and it was gone, but she focused on the spot where it had been just to be sure. Nothing was there.

      It was on her mind for another hour; soon it left her thoughts and was replaced by daydreams of Shelly Hawthorn. Shelly was beautiful, and her smile so genuine, and she was always so attentive—Emily couldn’t have lusted for anyone more.

      And as she thought about her in second period, those thoughts of disgust crept back in.

      You know it’s wrong, a voice that didn’t seem to be her own said. Unnatural. And what will you do when Shelly says ‘I’m tired of being a secret’?

      Emily didn’t want to cry in class. She raised her hand and asked to go to the bathroom. When she got there, she cried in the stall.

      One classroom over, Rose, Valerie, and Shawn were in class, all equally unaware of how twisted their fates would become with the switch that would get Rose out of seeing her cousin Shelly.

      Rose felt silly at the time, and as she watched through the light in the hollow of the tree in Raven Hill, she remembered just how funny it all felt—how she couldn’t call it off, and the switch was entirely needless. And slowly, it pieced together in her mind. Most of the memories flooded back—but it hurt to think; her mind drifted back to Shawn and the car crash—but she couldn’t bring herself to pull her head out of the light.

      I will never get this chance again, I just know it, and maybe it’ll tell me who killed Valerie and Shelly and who the psycho I have to kill is.
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      Emily looked into the mirror, wiped her eyes, and wished she could hide their redness. It would be obvious she was crying. She hung her head and left the washroom, carefully shutting the door behind her. She passed through the empty hall. Maybe it was a good thing she’d never find out how few of these people missed her or thought about her once she vanished.

      Nobody said a word to her once she came back to the classroom and took her seat. She was invisible. That’s what made her so attracted to Shelly—Shelly noticed her. Shelly really cared, and Shelly really liked her. And Emily wondered why these chains were still around her; she wanted to tell the whole world about Shelly, but she was far too scared—too embarrassed with herself. Tears came, there was no way to hide them in class. Then a very quiet whimper bubbled up.

      Nobody noticed.

      Emily was invisible.
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      After school, Emily asked herself, Why am I invisible?

      Then, Stop with these dumb thoughts. Nobody but Shelly matters anyway.

      Her thoughts were dangerous today. She wasn’t used to feeling depressed. For no reason, today was just one of those days. But she smiled as she left the classroom and headed to her locker. She’d be seeing Shelly soon, and that’s all that mattered. She’d be feeling better.

      Emily put the books she needed for homework tonight into her bag, spun the dial on her locker, then left Carpenter High. She reached for her phone for the first time since that morning. When it wasn’t there, she rolled her eyes and remembered that she forgot it.

      Emily hated walking. It would be almost twenty minutes on foot until she got there. She whistled to herself through dry lips—she couldn’t wait to arrive at Shelly’s and have a cup of water. When she was a block away, and the Hawthorns’ home came into view, the smile on her face was so big that nothing in the world could get rid of it.

      She knocked, waited a minute, then knocked again. Shelly’s father answered and let her in. At first, she was confused when she saw all the party stuff, and Mr. Hawthorn told her about the family gathering, then told her Shelly was in the basement room.

      So Emily went down to her, ready to surprise Shelly with a big kiss on the lips. In the basement, she opened the door to the room with all the books and movies and found Shelly cleaning. Shelly glanced at Emily, smiled, and said hello. Emily shut the door quickly then gave Shelly a hug.

      “I’ve missed you,” Emily said. Suddenly, everything in the world felt right, except for the little tug at her heart that reminded her how wrong it was. Unnatural.

      “Missed you too,” Shelly said. She didn’t hug back or give Emily much attention. She was still sweeping and didn’t set the broom down.

      Emily asked, “Are you even gonna look at me?”

      “Sorry, I just need to get this done or my parents’ll bitch at me all day,” Shelly said. “As if the party is in this room.”

      Emily kissed her. “I think you can take a break from cleaning.”

      Shelly pushed her away. “I totally want to, Ems. Totally. But not now, all right? I’ve—I’ve got to finish this, okay?”

      “I see,” Emily said. “Should I go?”

      “You totally should not,” Shelly said.

      “Is something bothering you?” Emily asked. “You don’t sound yourself, you don’t even look at me, what’s—”

      Shelly asked, “When will I stop being a secret?”

      “Soon.”

      Shelly rolled her eyes. “This hasn’t been going on long, and I adore you, but I’m either yours and you’re not embarrassed to say so, or we’re nothing.”

      “What’s gotten into you, Shelly? What is this?”

      “Nothing’s gotten into me,” Shelly replied. “I’ve been thinking about it, and how you’ve told me you’re still in the closet, and I think it’s wrong. I do not want to be with someone who can’t even love themselves. What, are you gonna lie about it forever? Because I’m totally not about that.”

      “Oh, come on—”

      “Do you love me?” Shelly asked.

      “Do I love you?” Emily said. “Can you honestly think for one moment that I don’t—”

      “Do you?” Shelly asked. “Do you love me?”

      Emily paused, then answered: “Of course—yes!”

      “Then maybe you can just tell me… what is the problem here?”

      “I don’t know,” Emily said. “I can’t do this.”

      Emily ran out of the room—Shelly did not try and stop her.
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      Nobody wants me, Emily thought as she walked away from the house and never looked back. Should I just go away forever? Will they—will anyone notice?

      She hung her head and turned her attention to the ants on the sidewalk. It was a feeling she didn’t think she’d ever get used to. Being depressed felt like something that shouldn’t exist. Then, another couple blocks down, she realized she didn’t know where she was headed, but, as she recalled, when you don’t know where you’re going, any road will do. Emily was tired and leaned on a random yard’s fence, studying the sky and wondering what might exist past it—would she ever know?

      A tiny dog in the yard ran to the fence and barked at her. It was tiny and cute but made her jump nonetheless. She turned and smiled; its barks didn’t end. Emily sighed and slowly walked away. She didn’t want to exist anymore. All she wanted was Shelly… and she didn’t know if she could ever have her.

      And when she found that she was lost, when she realized she was on an empty road that she had never seen before, she sat down on the sidewalk beneath a tree and buried her face in her hands. The tears wouldn’t stop coming, but she didn’t care. Nobody would see her. They never really did. She was an invisible girl crying loudly, and nobody would hear.
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      Later, after she was alone with her thoughts for a while, she noticed a car that was parked on the street a few feet down from her. She didn’t think about it, not at first. Not until a few minutes has passed and it was still there. One of the windows was cracked, and she could’ve sworn one of the voices was—

      She tilted her head and squinted. It was Shelly in the car with someone else she couldn’t see. She could just barely make out part of Shelly’s head, but it had to be her. At least, that’s what Emily hoped.

      “Shelly?” Emily called. Emily stood up, then said it again, “Shelly?”

      Valerie heard a voice coming from outside the car. She turned to Shelly. “Did you hear that?”

      “Hear what?” Shelly asked.

      Then there was a tapping on Shelly’s window. Shelly rolled it down.

      “Emily? What are you—”

      “I was just g-going for—for a walk,” Emily said. “But I’m lost now. Can you take me home?”

      Shelly looked at Valerie. “Can we?”

      Valerie nodded. “Sure.”

      Valerie unlocked the doors and Emily sat in the back seat. Then Valerie hit the locks and smiled.

      “Emily, this is my cousin Rose,” Shelly said. “You guys both go to Carpenter High.”

      Valerie turned to Emily, and said, “I’ve seen you around.”

      That’s when Valerie’s mind snapped and she knew what Athena Hendrasen meant by sick. The car became cold as a crypt. Valerie was filled with rage. The sickness deep within her was in full effect. She was no longer Valerie Hart—the true Valerie Hart died the moment she wrote the first word in that journal.

      Her finger pressed the button again to make sure all the doors were locked; the locks made a stiff noise in reply. She reached into her pocket for the pocket knife, and with a soft push of the button, the blade shot out.

      Valerie looked at the girls with a wicked smile and they looked at her with confusion. Valerie buried the blade in Shelly’s temple—she was dead in an instant. Blood squirted, and Shelly would be found with that same look of terror etched upon her face. Emily screamed. She didn’t know what to do—her hand reached for door, but Valerie climbed quickly to the back seat and held her down. Then Valerie’s hands gripped Emily’s neck and squeezed until Emily was no more.

      She didn’t disfigure her. Not yet.

      Valerie undressed Emily Oakes until she was naked, then Valerie stripped off all of her clothes. She switched outfits with Emily, then hurried to put Emily’s hair into a bun. That would’ve been a nasty one to forget—Emily needed to appear to be Rose.

      After their clothes were changed, she pushed the driver’s seat back, then put Emily in it. She knelt on top of Emily, pulled the knife from Shelly’s head, and hacked away at her damned face. The blood seemed to leak out as opposed to squirting. A grim smile ran across Valerie’s face with every marking she made on Emily Oakes’s now misshapen and unrecognizable face. It was the purest form of enjoyment and entertainment her twisted mind could imagine; she sliced and smiled. Lastly, once the face was destroyed, she dug her knife around the edge of one of Emily’s eyes, wedged it out, then cut it free. She put the eye in her pocket, then did the same thing to Emily’s nose.

      Valerie was happy with what she had done. She got off of Emily and moved the seat forward. Then she moved Shelly’s seat so there would be room for her. A thick ooze of blood had already drained from the opening in Shelly’s head, but it was not enough. Valerie’s eyes twitched. She raised the knife with both hands above her head, and it came down and sank into Shelly’s forehead. She removed it softly, then paused for a second to breathe; Valerie felt the sickness taking over the last ounce of sanity she might’ve had left.

      She pushed the knife through Shelly’s neck, twisted it, then pulled it out. She sliced shallow lines all across Shelly’s cheeks before suddenly going into a rage and rapidly tearing away at chunks of flesh on her face. And when Shelly was unrecognizable, Valerie cut out one of Shelly’s eyes, put it in her pocket, then cut off her nose.

      Valerie unlocked the door, stepped out, and made sure to relock it before closing the door after herself. Valerie and her blood-and-guts-stained outfit were hidden in the night. In her eyes were fire. There was a new voice taking over her mind and body. Any essence of Valerie was now truly lost forever.
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      Talia was real and visited the unsuspecting descendants of the nameless paradise from which she came. Her homeland was lost to time—not a single remain of it would ever be found, but she longed for it. Images of the waterfalls surrounding the lost paradise perpetually filled her mind. She did not know what she was—she did not feel like a human anymore, and she did not age as they did, but she not feel like a ghost, either. She existed in an in-between plane of reality she could not describe. She still had a heartbeat. When she poked her finger, it still bled. But nobody could see her.

      Except for them. The cult that worshipped her. There were people day after day that prayed to her and to her statues. And the men in the cult loved her so much that they burned her to death. If one of them couldn’t have Talia, none of them could.

      But that was all fine. Talia had descendants. She snuck into the homes of men who descended from her homeland and seduced them in their sleep as a succubus would. The men would see Talia in their dreams, and when the baby was born and Talia returned to the men to give them their children, they saw her and they knew.

      And those children had children, and those children also had children, and so on. But the bloodline was unholy. It was corrupt. Abnormal. They were all freaks of nature. Every single one of them was cursed with sickness and insanity—all the way down to Athena Hendrasen and eventually Valerie Hart.

      The curse followed Talia’s bloodline to every part of the world. Their lives were filled with tragedy, such as the man who founded Carpenter. Only half of his sorrows had come from the witch on the day of the burning.

      The cult did not end when Talia died. It did not fade into obscurity as one would think—and as she’d thought as the fires raced her screams through the night of her own burning. It followed her twin-like descendants throughout the years.

      And tonight, they worshipped Valerie Hart.
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      Shawn Porter was weak and staggered a few feet away from Rose, whose head was still stuck in the light. Even from across the dark road, he saw her looking into the hollow of the tree into an unusual pit of brightness. Dried blood clung to his face, and he was still wiping it away from his stinging eyes. His neck was tense and ringing with pain. He was sure he would collapse and die within five minutes.

      “Rose,” Shawn said, moving forward. “Get out of this.”

      But she didn’t respond. Shawn limped closer. His foot burned—there was a broken bone or two in there somewhere, but he pushed through it for Rose.

      “Rosie, come on, we’re getting out of here,” he said.

      He put his hand on her arm and tugged. He wasn’t expecting her to hit him away. She tried to push herself deeper into the light, but it appeared that was as far as she could go. He put both hands on her and pulled. It was hard to move his arms.

      Shawn let out a scream of pain; just bending his elbows stung. His temples pounded. A cloud of heat ran threw him. But none of that outweighed his panic and worry for Rose. He knew how hard it was to let go of the light; he himself had looked through it once before.

      One more pull, then she was free. The light disappeared with faint laughter. Shawn’s arms wrapped around her and she hugged him back. They kissed, and unusually strong wind shook the whole forest. The sound of rattling leaves filled the darkness.

      “What did you see?” Shawn asked after a minute of silence.

      “Oh, Shawn…”

      “Yes?”

      “Ohmigod.”

      “Rose? Rose? What’s—”

      “I don’t want to remember.”

      “Rosie, tell me.”

      Rose cried. “I saw too much I can’t explain, but I saw Valerie in it, I saw… I saw… oh, you won’t believe me.”

      “I can’t believe you if you don’t tell me,” Shawn said.

      “Valerie’s the killer.”

      Shawn said, “But Valerie has been dead for—”

      “That was Emily Oakes,” Rose said. “Valerie switched clothes with her, and nobody suspected anything because her—my wallet was in her pocket, so they thought Emily was me. She’s been alive all his time.”

      “Then where is she now?”

      Footsteps circled around Rose and Shawn from far away—the unsettling sound of leaves underfoot. Shawn rubbed his eyes again—a little thread of blood still trickled into them. Rose rubbed her neck. Everything hurt.

      “Can we still make it to Raven Hill?” she asked.

      He replied, “We can try.”

      They walked together, holding hands. Darkness wrapped so tightly around the forest that they could no longer see the street. Trees and darkness pressed in on them from every direction. It seemed as endless as the universe.

      The footsteps circling them were now closer. Shawn let go of Rose and fell to the dirt. Ants crawled over his shoes and up his legs. He felt his head ready to explode—in fact, he was sure it would. His whole body would just combust.

      “I’m so thirsty, Rosie,” he said.
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      “Get up.” Rose grabbed Shawn and tried to yank him to his feet. He was too big for her to carry. “You can’t get water if you lie here.”

      “There’s no light,” he said.

      “The light’s gone, the light’s gone, there’s no reason to worry about it anymore,” Rose said.

      Shawn coughed. “Not that one. Not from under your bed—the other light. At the end of the tunnel. Rosie, there’s a tunnel, but it’s darkness.”

      “What tunnel, Shawn?”

      “Don’t you get it? I’m dying here.”

      “No! No you can’t die on me!”

      “I love you so much,” Shawn said.

      “Get up! Don’t look at the tunnel! Get up and let’s go! Shawn! Don’t leave me!”

      “I will see you soon,” Shawn said.

      “Soon? What?”

      He was gone. He was on his way to the abyss, where an endless fire would consume his soul while worms ripped through his flesh. That would be his destiny. His eternity. For a second, Rose saw a shadow come over Shawn in the dark. It was brief—just barely there, then gone. It was Death, and Death was smiling.

      Rose shivered and looked around, and wondered about the burning fire in the street. Shouldn’t she still see it? It wasn’t too far from here. She shifted through the trees. Suddenly she realized the footsteps had stopped. Somebody had to be watching her.

      And they were. Eyes hidden inside black hoodies watched Rose from every direction. They studied her. Then, each one of them lit a small candle, and Rose saw dim light afar off. Her head throbbed again.

      Evil figures lurking in the darkness moved in unison one step closer to Rose. She screamed, fell to her knees, and the screams continued. She cursed the Carpenter sky that had followed her into the outskirts of Raven Hill, then pounded her fists against the icy ground. She couldn’t find the energy to move.

      Footsteps closed in on her and the lights of the candles burned brighter. She was too terrified to move. She fought against the paralyzing fear, begging her neck to move up so she could see who was approaching. She begged her legs to move away from them, but her body didn’t want to respond.

      Rose screamed again.

      And when the burning red eyes were all within ten feet of her, she put her hands on either side of her face and forced her head up to see who was there. She shrieked at the sight of the burning red eyes in the cruel night—so abominable, yet familiar.

      Rose screamed. “Just kill me! I’ve lost everything! I don’t want to live!”

      The hooded figures all began to chant in a lost language. Rose was disgusted with their words, even if she couldn’t understand them. She felt as if her whole body was about to fall apart. Scream after scream left her mouth, and the chants grew louder.

      Rose screamed until her sore throat couldn’t take it and would scream no more, then her screams turned into a cry. A pathetic cry. She sat in a pile of her tears and boogers and blood. It was pure misery.

      “Kill me.”

      “That could be done,” a grim, gross voice said.

      Rose turned. It was Valerie.

      Valerie had a knife in her hand and the world’s biggest smile on her face. She was in a tight, black Audrey Hepburn dress that seemed to mold to the shape of her body. As Rose studied her, light in every direction reflected off of the knife, and Rose could now see how pitiful she looked.

      “I hate you,” Rose said. “You’re not Valerie!”

      “I am. You can accept it or don’t. I don’t care, you cock-sucking slut.”

      “Valerie died a long time ago, and part of me died with her,” Rose said.

      Valerie lowered herself to Rose, raised the knife—as she so often had—in both hands above her head, then pushed it down with all her force. Rose rolled out of the way; suddenly she didn’t want to die anymore. She remembered something she had heard before about suicidal people who jump from bridges and change their mind on the way down. That’s at least what the survivors said, anyway. And Rose was now sure it was true of everybody faced with death.

      The chanting cult of Talia moved closer around them; their flames grew impossibly bigger and brighter.

      Valerie yelled, “I’ll shove this knife so far up your cunt, it’ll come out your head.”

      Rose wobbled as she got to her feet, knowing she was in no condition to run. Valerie Hart had the upper hand in every single way.

      Rose spat at Valerie, then pushed past two hooded cult members and ran.

      The chase was on. Valerie trailed her with the knife raised. As Rose dodged a branch, the fire from the road came back into view; she could see better now. And when Rose glanced behind her shoulder, Valerie was merely four feet away.

      Rose let out another scream from deep within herself, then sprinted again and turned to the right, then took another right and hoped to lose Valerie by going back the way they had come—but Valerie was too smart for that. She kept up with Rose. In a split second, Rose tripped over Shawn’s lifeless body as Valerie tackled her.

      Rose cried. The light of the fire illuminated Valerie’s gorgeous face—and Rose missed her. Rose missed how things used to be. And she had less than a second to remind herself that this person was no longer Valerie—an ancient sickness had taken over her mind and body. And while Rose was distracted, she hadn’t noticed the knife had slipped from Val’s hand. Val reached for it, and Rose panicked.

      I have to do something!

      She grabbed Valerie’s outstretched arm as Valerie’s fingers wrapped around the knife’s handle, then bit hard into Valerie’s throat with all the power left in her body and pulled out a lump of warm flesh. Valerie’s eyes went wide and she dropped the knife, then gripped her throat. Rose crawled out from under her and looked at the sky.

      What a way to go, Rose thought, looking up to that godawful black sky.

      She shut her eyes tight, then opened them moments later as she heard people approaching. Above her were the dangerous red eyes that had haunted her. The cult members circled around Rose and chanted—softly at first, and slowly getting louder.

      Two of them picked her up.

      “Thank you,” Rose Hawthorn said.

      She was their new thing to worship—their new incarnation of Talia.
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      This is my favorite story of mine, and I almost didn’t write it. It was one of my first ideas, back in 2015. I read an article about Laura Van Ryn and Whitney Cerak—two women whose identities were mixed up after a bus accident—and the idea for Duality popped into my head suddenly.

      I tried to write it as a comic book once and did five issues of it, but it was too big for me and I couldn’t do it justice. I gave up on it. Then I rewrote those five issues into four issues, and it still felt too big for me. I wasn’t sure which way to take it, it was gonna be tough doing the switcheroo, and finding a good enough reason to do it, and I almost wanted it to be like the comic book Hack/Slash about a girl who hunts slashers, but it just didn’t come together correctly. There was no way I could turn it into Hack/Slash, and I gave up another time.

      But then, one day, when I was deciding which novel to write next, the story for Duality popped back into my mind, with the opening line “The terror all began…” and I couldn’t knock it for weeks. So I finally sat down to write it as a novel and decided I’d turn it into a horror/comedy since the whole premise of lookalikes switching places is comical. Originally I intended for it to be serious, but the comedic route fit much better.

      And it worked. But once I translated those four scripts into a novel I was nervous, because that was only the first four or five chapters of this book, and I had no idea what was next. I don’t plot these things out, and the rest just happened. And I loved every page of it. I had the time of my life writing this book.

      But even as I wrote it, there came a point about halfway through when I thought that I was doomed to fail and that this project was still much too big for me. I was at work one day—a bank, my first job after college—and one of my first customers that day was a Vietnam veteran.

      I told him, “Thank you for your service, sir.”

      And he told me a story about the war, and how his identity was mixed up and they called his mother back in America to tell her that her son was dead, but he was really alive. And I just couldn’t believe how eerie it was that my book Duality was on my mind, and how I felt I probably could never do it justice. But for some reason when he told me that, I just took it as a sign to man up and finish the freaking novel. I went home that day inspired and typed away. In another couple weeks draft one was finished.

      Thank you all for reading. I couldn’t do it without you.
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