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    To everyone fighting their demon, the hardest but most worthy fight of all.
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Prologue
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THE TRIP DOWN FROM Harmony was a long one. That meant a lot of time to think, to remember how this all started. I was so different back then, just a giggly girl with my trendy clothes and bedazzled phone that was practically glued to my hand. 

I was at school that day and on my way to meet my friends, Missy and Stephanie, at the cafeteria for lunch. It was a beautiful spring day. That’s why I was so surprised when the air turned cold around me.

“Gwen?”

It was my mom. Where'd she come from? I didn't see her approach or anything.

“Mom.” I glanced around me. “What are you doing here?” 

It was so embarrassing, her just showing up like that. I tried to be upset, only I couldn’t. Something about her seemed off. She was so pale, and her face was so expressionless. 

“I just wanted to say goodbye.”

I wrinkled my nose. "What are you talking about?” 

Mom’s body started to shake. Tears ran down her cheeks. Her mouth fell open as she sobbed. She lunged toward me, arms outstretched.

"Uh, Gwen." I turned to see Missy and Stephanie standing behind me with puzzled looks on their faces. "You okay?" Missy asked.

I turned back toward Mom – but she was gone. Where’d she go? I didn’t see her anywhere. 

"Gwen, is something wrong?" Stephanie asked.

I didn't know how to answer that. It took a moment, but I managed to laugh it off, pretend it was a joke. We headed to the cafeteria, ate, and dished about people like we always did. 

Actually, Missy and Stephanie did most of the talking. I was still freaked-out about what had just happened, seeing Mom appear out of nowhere like that then just disappear. I tried calling her after lunch, only I got her voicemail. I hoped she'd call back soon. 

My next class was Language Arts. I checked my phone when the teacher, Ms. Rhodes, wasn’t looking, to see if Mom had called or texted. No such luck. 

Halfway through class, someone came in and gave a note to Ms. Rhodes. Turned out it was for me. I needed to go to the office. Great. 

When I got there, the first person I saw was Grandma. She sniffed and dabbed her red, puffy eyes with a Kleenex. I went to her, to see what was wrong.

Grandma ran up and hugged me. She started to cry. "Oh, Gwen. Honey."

"What is it? What happened?"

"Your mother. There's been an accident.”
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Chapter One
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MY DEMON’S HOT BREATH blasted the back of my neck. The tips of his claws danced along my skin. My heart raced. Sweat gathered along my hairline. 

I took a deep breath, shut my eyes, and made circles with my finger on my desk, to the left, over and over. This little ritual of mine was my only protection against him. 

Slowly, my demon faded away. I let out a sigh of relief.

“Gwen?” a shrill but familiar voice called out.

I opened my eyes to see my math teacher, Ms. Files, looming over me, flashing her wicked witch smile. “Earth to Gwen Gladstone. Are you there, Gwen Gladstone?”

Everyone in class laughed. I glared at them then at Ms. Files. She pointed a bony finger at the Smart Board.

“Perhaps you’d like to answer the question I posed to the class.”  

She was already smirking, waiting for me to get it wrong. I just grinned and crossed my arms as I leaned back in my chair. 

“Do we really have to do this? You know I wasn’t paying attention. You know I don’t know the answer. Are you trying to embarrass me? That’s not very mature of you. I thought as an adult and a teacher you were supposed to act as a role model to us impressionable youth.”

Ms. Files stammered then said, “Excuse me, young lady?”

“I know your life must pretty much suck, seeing how you teach sixth grade math, but do you really have to take it out on your students?”

By then, everyone in class was speechless. They watched me and Ms. Files, wide-eyed. Half of them looked like they were ready to cheer.

“Young lady, I’ll have you know math is a very important subject. You use it all the time.”

“The basics, maybe. Addition, subtraction, multiplication. I’ll even give you division. But who doesn’t have a calculator on their phone these days? As for the rest of it? Algebra? Geometry? What use does any of this garbage you’re shoving down our throats actually have?”

“It’s not garbage!” Ms. Files answered in almost a high-pitched squeal. She glanced around the room as if she expected someone, anyone, in the class to back her up. “Math is about structure, logic, and reason! Everything this world is based on!”

I laughed. “I used to be like you. I used to think this world was logical, and there was a reason behind everything.” I narrowed my gaze. “Then a drunk driver plowed into my mom’s car, killing her. And since he was only sixteen and didn’t have any priors, he got to plead out. He got four years. For killing my mom. Four. Years.”

The kids in class looked real uncomfortable now. Some reached for their phones like they’d just gotten a text. Others stared at their books like math had suddenly become interesting.

The color drained from Ms. Files’ face. She was already pretty pale to begin with. Now she was practically see-through. Her mouth quivered like she was about to cry. She was shaking when she pointed at the door.

“To the office! Now!” she screeched.

I shrugged and started packing my things. I took my time, really milking it. Ms. Files stood there, trembling, getting madder and madder, the longer I took. When I was finally on my way to the door, I smiled and waved at her.

“See you tomorrow!”

Ms. Files groaned and leaned against the Smart Board like she was about to collapse. I took my time heading across the quad to the office. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed I had an audience. Missy and Stephanie. My former BFFs. They spotted me but turned their heads and pretended they didn’t see me, which was typical these days.

They were so supportive after Mom died. But then, I started to change. All that trendy stuff that used to be so important to me no longer mattered. I dyed my hair black and started wearing black clothes every day, along with calf-high Doc Marten boots, black make-up and silver jewelry — skulls, pentagrams, stuff like that. I guess I wanted everything I felt on the inside to show on the outside.

Things got worse when I was diagnosed with depression and severe anxiety. Out of nowhere, I’d get this feeling of impending doom — like a demon was coming to get me. He’d talk to me sometimes too, tell me how worthless and pathetic I was. All that helped was my ritual, making circles to the left, over and over. It helped me focus and drive my demon away.

I got to the office and sat in one of the ugly chairs near the secretary’s desk with my earbuds in, listening to my iPod while waiting for Grandma to show up. She was the one who came to school when I got in trouble. 

She finally arrived and looked like she came straight from the gym in her sweats and sneakers and her long gray hair pulled back in a ponytail. As she approached, she gave me this tired frown — as in tired of me always getting in trouble and her having to come to school to get me. 

Mr. Warner, the vice-principal, was ready for us. He was okay — for a school administrator. He never yelled or made me feel like a bad person or anything. He liked to say he disciplined the behavior and not the student. 

“We meet again,” he said to Grandma, half-joking, as he shook her hand.

“I’m down here so often I should have my own parking space,” she replied.

I chuckled. The looks I got from Grandma and Mr. Warner told me that wasn’t a good idea. Grandma turned away, shaking her head. We followed Mr. Warner into his office and sat in the two chairs on the other side of his big boat of a desk.

Ms. Files had apparently talked to Mr. Warner already, because he went ahead and filled Grandma in on what had happened — from her point of view. Grandma let out a long sigh. I shrunk in my seat.

Mr. Warner swiveled his chair towards me. “I’d like to hear your side of the story, Gwen.”

“I had an — ‘attack’ during one of Ms. Files’ riveting lectures so I didn’t know what was going on. She then tried to embarrass me in front of the class, and I wasn’t going to put up with it.”

Mr. Warner grinned. “As usual, I appreciate your honesty and your directness.”

“Excuse me,” said Grandma, cutting in. “But I thought all of Gwen’s teachers knew about her condition.”

“They do,” he said.

“Ms. Files isn’t exactly known for her warmth and compassion,” I added.

Mr. Warner didn’t bother arguing. I had a feeling he knew I was right.  

“I’ll speak with her,” he said.

“I don’t want anyone feeling sorry for me.”

“I know you don’t,” said Mr. Warner. “Just let me do my job, okay? And unfortunately, that means I’m going to have to suspend you from school for a week.”

Grandma leaned forward in her chair. “What?”

“I’m afraid it’s policy. Gwen has racked up quite a collection of referrals.”

“Do I get a trophy?” I asked.

Grandma glanced at me from the corner of her eye. She wasn’t angry. Just disappointed. I would have preferred angry.

Mr. Warner’s secretary drew up the papers, and Grandma signed them. Before we left, she insisted we stop by my locker to pick up my books. My teachers posted their homework online, and Grandma promised Mr. Warner she wouldn’t let me fall behind. 

We walked through the halls. Grandma hadn’t said a word since we left the office. 

“I’m getting the silent treatment, is that it?” I asked. 

“I’m just trying to figure out what to say to you.”

“Look, I’m sorry. It’s just Ms. Files-"

“I understand she’s not the nicest teacher in the world. But the way you reacted, all you did was make it worse.”

“Sorry.” This time I actually meant it. 

Grandma stopped short. “Gwen, do you think your mother would want to see you acting like this?”

“I – That’s not fair.”

Grandma crossed her arms. “Well?”

My throat ached. My bottom lip started to quiver. Grandma rested her hand on my cheek. 

“Sweetheart, I know you miss her. So do I. I know this last year hasn’t been easy for you. Your condition. Your friends abandoning you.”

“Nothing makes sense anymore. It all seems so pointless.”

Grandma frowned. “Gwen, you know I don’t like it when you talk like that.”

“Don’t worry. I’m not planning on doing anything stupid.” I sniffed back a tear. “Fine. I’ll go back into counseling. I’ll take my meds again. Whatever you want. I’ll do it for Mom.”

Grandma gave me this sad smile then continued down the hall. “I think your mother would rather you did it for yourself.”
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Chapter Two
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ME AND GRANDMA RETURNED home to our “haunted” house. I called it that, because it felt like Mom’s presence, her spirit, still lingered there. Even a year later, I’d turn a corner and expect to see her sitting on the couch with a cup of tea watching the news or in the kitchen making dinner. 

Next week would have been her fortieth birthday. As usual, we’d visit her grave, bring flowers, maybe even light a candle. I liked the idea of honoring Mom on the day she was born instead of the day she died. 

Grandpa Jim – Grandma’s husband — was buried in the same cemetery so we’d visit his grave after that. He died a year before Mom did. He was only sixty-five and a health nut like Grandma. He exercised and ate right, was in perfect health, just like her. He died of an aneurysm. I swear, it was like our family was cursed or something.

I headed up to my room, which had gone through a lot of changes since Mom died. For starters, all the Katy Perry and Beyonce posters were history. In their place, I put up posters of these bands from the 80s I’d been getting into. The Cure, Joy Division, Echo and the Bunnymen. Real dark, depressing stuff. 

I painted the walls too. Not like with a roller. But pictures. All the crazy stuff I’d been seeing in my head and feeling in my heart since Mom died. 

My room looked like Hell now, literally. Or at least how I imagined Hell would look like. With spires of blue-black flames swallowing the faces of tortured souls. Oh, and don’t forget the demons. There were lots of those.

Dad had been away on one of his business trips when I started doing that. When he got back and saw what I’d done, he flipped out big time. 

Grandma was able to calm him down though. At the time I was seeing this counselor, who encouraged art therapy, so Grandma convinced Dad this was a good way for me to vent and reminded him we could always paint over it later. He backed off after that and would even tell me how cool my pictures looked sometimes, even though his jaw made this weird clicking sound every time he did. 

I knew I promised Grandma I’d go back to therapy and start taking my meds again. Even though I knew they wouldn’t work. And as far as therapy went, all the different counselors I saw, they all had the same thing in common. Eventually, they all wanted me to confront my demon. Whenever I felt him coming, they wanted me to not do my ritual. To just let him come. In order to prove he didn’t exist. 

And I knew my demon wasn’t real. Only every time I told myself that and tried to face him, I couldn’t. I’d get scared out of my mind. 

I stretched out on my bed, just wanting to rest my eyes for a few minutes. When I woke up, the sun was setting. Dad was due home tonight from his latest business trip, to Portland or Seattle or someplace like that.

Grandma had probably picked him up from the airport already — which meant he knew about me getting suspended. I sat there for a moment before heading toward the door. Instead of waiting for him to come to me, I might as well just get it over with. 

Halfway down the stairs, I spotted Dad and Grandma in the living room. Dad was still in his suit. His suitcase and laptop sat at his feet. He was usually pretty worn-out from his trips. The last thing he wanted to deal with when he got home was me getting in trouble at school. Again. 

At that moment, my courage fled, and I started to head back upstairs. Too bad for me, Dad just happened to turn in my direction. 

“Well, speak of the devil,” he said.

Oh, well. So much for a quick and sneaky getaway. I walked into the living room, Dad scowling at me the whole time. Grandma stood back. I couldn’t quite get a read on what she was thinking. 

“I heard about what happened at school today,” he said. 

“Yeah? And?” I replied.

Dad’s eyes popped with anger. Grandma frowned at me, over his shoulder, so I decided to dial down the attitude a bit.

“Sorry. I’m – I’m sorry.”

Dad settled down. “Your grandmother said you two talked after that. You said you were ready to make a change. You’d go back to therapy. Start taking your meds again.”

I stared at the floor then back at Dad and nodded. He managed a tired smile. 

“Well, at least something good has come out of all this,” he said. “I want you keeping up on your schoolwork this week.”

I nodded yes, waiting for some insane punishment to be handed down. Dad checked his watch. He grinned and headed upstairs with his suitcase. Wait. Was that it? Do your homework. That was the only punishment I was going to get? 

“I have a roast in the oven, Craig,” Grandma called after him. “It should be ready in a few minutes."

“That’s okay. You and Gwen go ahead and eat. I’ll make myself a plate later.” 

Me and Grandma watched him disappear up the stairs. What was going on? Last time I got detention, Dad took away my iPod and laptop. I got suspended for a week, and he barely even blinked. 

Then again, he had been acting pretty strange lately. He was going to the gym on a regular basis, buying new clothes, got a stylish haircut. And when he was home, he’d disappear into his room for hours. I turned to Grandma. For some reason, I got the idea she knew exactly what was going on with Dad. 

“Why don’t you go set the table,” she said as she started up the stairs.

I stood there until Grandma was out of sight. I was in enough trouble already, being suspended from school and all. I should have just gone and set the table like I’d been told. Instead, I headed upstairs. I had to know what was going on. 

I peeked around the corner to see Grandma standing outside Dad’s bedroom door. They were having this intense conversation. I was trying to be quiet, but to be honest the two of them were so absorbed in what they were saying I could have stomped around like a mad elephant, and I doubt they would’ve heard me. 

“Craig, you can’t keep putting this off,” Grandma told Dad. “You’re going to have to tell Gwen. The sooner the better.”

“You know how she’ll react.”

“Tell me what?” I said, cutting in. 

Grandma and Dad whipped their heads my way.

“Gwen, I thought I told you to set the table,” said Grandma.

I placed my hands on my hips and stood firm. “Excuse me, but I figured this was slightly more important. Now what the heck are you two keeping from me?”

Grandma gave Dad a cross look. He nodded and then faced me. He took a breath to steady himself before he spoke. “Do you remember that convention I attended in San Francisco in January?"

I crossed my arms
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