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Retrospective: A Journey Through the Afterlife​​

​

Writing a book—let alone several—is an arduous task.

It stands to reason, then, that writing an entire saga complete with shifting realities, evolving threats, transient subgenres, and a revolving door of starring characters is a feat that borders on impossible from the outset. 

I guess it wouldn’t hurt to admit that I didn’t set out to do all of that with my early books. The entire Shroud Saga—consisting of the Olivia & Hale series’ four books and its quadrilogical spinoff, The Book of Death—was always written one story at a time. From the subtle magical realism and topical seriousness of Mercy Road’s introduction of Harper Whitaker to the twin conflicts in the fictional town of Haven, Washington beginning to blur the lines between political thriller and full-on fantasy in Founding Fathers and Dead’s Haven, respectively; then plunging six characters from the aforementioned novels into a fantastical odyssey through a purgatorial world in Olivia & Hale’s final volume, there was never a methodical master plan to tie these divergent characters, settings, or stories together until it was already happening. I didn’t foresee any ability in the beginning to actually pull it off.

By the time I came up with the idea of continuing Harper and Tim’s stories in the spinoff, beginning with Leviathan, I would like to think the feeling that their saga was unfinished meant the second series was destined to benefit from better planning. That would be a blatant lie, because I was doing what I had always done in trusting these characters to lead the story where it needed to go. 

Unlike the great and epic stories many of us grew up with, The Shroud Saga didn’t benefit from following one consistent set of characters. Harper is the perfect example of this trend, as she is absent from almost as many books as she is present as the main narrator, only appearing in five of the eight novels. This was a stylistic choice, but also a practical one made to allow other characters to shine and prevent the former from wearing out her welcome over the course of such a long story. That decision did not occur in a total vacuum but wasn’t planned more than one or two books in advance at any given time. 

Undoubtedly, this kind of storytelling goes against every conventional piece of advice I was taught about carrying a story. I’ve had readers express disappointment in the past that a character they became invested in over the course of a single book be discouraged from continuing. Others who continued on to meet new members of the ensemble would message me personally to express glee at reuniting with those characters at different junctions of the saga. One example would be an early reader, expressing a deep bond with Sam Wallace, the suburban ex-housewife turned into a trained killer as she popped in and out of the narrative over her three appearances. Many readers who began with Leviathan back when I was marketing The Book of Death as a separate story and become attached to Tim and Ramona’s quasi-romantic bond, wouldn’t meet Harper at the same point as those who began with her teenage version in Mercy Road, while those who re-encountered her as an immortal possessed greater points of reference into Harper’s overall character.

Ultimately, every book in The Shroud Saga is its own self-contained story while also forming one puzzle piece in an overarching tale about the journey of two mortals burdened with cosmic responsibilities and the legion of fellow humanity, they must leave behind to save it from Creation’s worst machinations. 

I hope that wherever in this universe you begin will compel you to return to it.

***

Nicholas Gagnier

November 2024
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​Story: Reaper & Hale
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Haven, Washington—1776

In the beginning, there was nothing.

There was space, and nothing more. Darkness, nestled within darkness, perfectly content to exist in obscurity. There was darkness, and darkness only.

What follows, unfortunately, is a sorry tale.

Darkness meets light—a heretic to widely accepted, uniform truth. Darkness falls in love, and creates the universe to win the hand of light. It creates the stars from nothing, exploding outward from oblivion, painting hydrogenous marvels of yellow, pink, and white. It places itself between those stars, to prevent such a mistake ever being made again, but forms planets around them, because light wouldn’t be able to sleep at night knowing those suns were lonely.

Darkness does all this to earn light’s affection. The only problem with light is, she’s fleeting. Capable of breaking the heart of bottomless shadow, and wandering off to illuminate elsewhere in the Great Unknown.

My name is Hale and I have died twenty-eight times. At the behest of Reaper, who currently drags me through the swirling portal from his realms of purgatory, I climbed in his basin. I took twenty-eight names and met every imaginable, brutal end in the book.

He said if we did this, we could go home.

Things are different now, stumbling through the swirling mass of black and purple liquid. I am not wet and my clothes do not drip, but the material washing over my face is thick like oil.

Olivia.

I killed her. Her blood is on my hands. Reaper may have tricked me, but it was my arms thrusting a ceremonial dagger through her abdomen.

I am the one to blame.

I thought it was him. Now, on hands and knees, I look out at the overgrown field, no sign of civilization around it.

“I would not advise attempting that again,” Reaper says. My hair has grown long throughout the trials, and falls over my face as I squint toward the ground.

I killed her.

“If you think I’ll ever stop,” I say, climbing to my feet, “you don’t know me at all!”

In his hooded dressings, there is no face looking back at me—only a blackness, drawing me in with labored breathing. The scythe in his hands drags behind him; its blade is well-kept, but the staff it’s attached to is worn at the bottom. In Valhalla, it scraped the concrete. Here, its struggle against dirt is quieter.

“It would be best to save your energy,” Reaper says, “for things that matter.” 

“Oh, and what matters now, you son of a bitch? Olivia is dead! You told me to sink the knife! And it was you! Sick fucking prick!”

There is no regret on Reaper’s part; no remorse for the body left upon a stone block, overlooking the Timestream’s calm waters, ending at the Falls of Eternity.

“Where the Hell are we, anyway?” I ask.

Reaper stares outward if he has any such eyes to do so with.

“Right now, the Revolutionary War is being fought on the other coast. The original colonies are in revolt against the British monarch, and he is bringing everything to bear against the rebels.”

“What does that have to do with—”

Reaper interrupts me, continuing.

“In 1887, the town of Haven will be established here. It will begin as a trade post near the Canadian border, before incorporating as a township in 1928. It will largely be a commerce hub in northeastern Washington State until 1963—the year of the Kennedy assassination—when it develops into a more residentially-driven area outside Spokane.

“What that town is not aware of, during its entire existence, is that they sit next to the breach between Earth and the Shroud. If there is one place people can physically pass into my world, it is on this very spot.”

“I don’t know why you’re telling me all this, Reaper,” I reply. Olivia is dead, thus light has died, and by my hand.

I just want to go home.

“Because it will be up to you to decide when they find out, Hale.”

I shake my head, telling my jailor I do not understand. I have not understood any of it, but the least he can do now is enlighten me.

“I tire of this burden,” Reaper says. “It has been upon me too long, and these games no longer hold my interest. I am passing it on.”

“Passing it onto what?”

The hood looks away from the field, on which Reaper says there will be a town, and directly into my soul. 

What’s left of it, anyway.

“You.”

“What?” I spit. “I don’t think so, Reaper.”

“You will become me. A guardian of Death, a necessary counterbalance. You will sow chaos so that order will be held accountable. You will be darkness, to give Light something to consider other than its own radiance. You will become Death, until Death becomes you.”

I chuckle as he raises his ebony hand toward me. There is nothing I could describe as skin, but something still hangs on them. Too busy preparing my tirade, I neglect to notice it is reaching for my face before it can be swept away.

“What makes you think I’m going to—”

Before I can swat it down, Reaper’s entire hand wraps around my head. It happens with lightning speed and the decaying limb smells like old meat, left in the open for several days.

It is nothing compared the process he has begun. It funnels right from the spiny fingers over my eyes and nose. The light between them blinds, and my head feels like splitting out the back, leaving a mess of brain and blood behind me. But that never comes. There is only the intense pressure applied, and light transferring between us. Unsure who is taking from whom, I try to scream, but no sound is worthy of the effort.

During this process, Reaper does not flinch. What we saw him do to the Anchor does not happen here. He is not weakened by the exchange. When it ends and the hand around my face is removed, I collapse to the ground at his feet.

“There,” he says. “You are Death now, and no light remains within you.”

At first, I feel no different. Before I can inform Reaper of that fact, there is a shift in the muscles of my left arm. When I pull the ragged white sleeve up the thick of my bicep, flesh at my elbow shimmers between skin and scale. Checking the other arm at further shifts in physiology, I find it has also darkened.

“It will take some time to get used to,” Reaper remarks above me. “You will not discover all your new abilities in a single day.”

He chuckles within the hood.

“Remember Rome?”

Again, I climb my feet—only this time, with none of the fear and confusion the first time wrought. I feel stronger, more resilient. Weapons of my anger evolve alongside my body.

Something is happening to me.

Unaware of either my new speed or might, I reach out, grabbing as many of Reaper’s dressings as my hands will fit in them. I lift the cloak, but it comes up empty, and the scythe he held falls to the ground beside me.

All I’m left with is cloth and rage.

But in the wind, Reaper speaks, as if a message was previously recorded within it, to be played aloud at a time of his choosing.

“Return to Valhalla. Secure the Anchor, for she is the only thing that can hurt you now.”

Lowering my hands, I am pleased to find they do not shake for the first time in eons. Reaper may be clever, but I will even the score someday.

As Olivia said, we have to bide our time, Hale!

Lot of good that did. The preserved beauty of my surroundings does not register any longer, because I know someday it will be another blemish on this Earth.

I am Death, and wish it visited upon all.

***
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IT TAKES A MOMENT TO figure out how to craft a portal. Reaper made it look simple, but for me, it requires several trial and error attempts. Each portal looks like a tear in the sky, where its purples and reds will revolve against the swirls which decorate them.

With the portal open, it is a second-long trip before Haven becomes Valhalla. Back at the Timestream, where I lived and died so many times—where Olivia’s corpse is outstretched on a stone slab beneath the massive canopy of trees preceding the beach.

Her head is turned sideways. Mouth and eyes hang open as they were, before I laid her down to attack Reaper. He deflected my blows, twisted my arm, and threw me forward into an improvised portal—all like it was nothing. To make it even more humiliating, he fought me off with one hand, still holding his scythe upright with the other.

The Anchor, whose name is Ariel, takes notice of the portal opening behind her. As I cross the threshold between both locations, our eyes meet. She brushes aside her black hair, climbing to her feet to greet me. Her eyes are brown and she looks human, but her words are timid and her place in my range of emotions borders on treasonous. She approaches slowly, so that the portal I returned through has time enough to close.

“So?” she says, taking no mind of the corpse on a slab behind her. “Is it over?”

She looks human, but is just an object. I watched Reaper transfer the Anchor’s power from a black prism to her soul, and she was the Anchor ever after that. The prism itself rolled away, swallowed by lapping waves at the shore. Beyond it, the Timestream waits any poor soul naive or brave enough to submerge themselves with its depths. And at the edge of that, the world drops over the Falls of Eternity, where the Timestream's occupants are swept away without the Anchor to hold them in place.

Ariel is the object now. My black prism.

“Hale?”

Safeguard the Anchor. She is the only thing that can hurt you now.

Without responding, I grab her arm. She is not a person, but a tiny black jewel that instantly evaporated when it rolled into the water. The Timestream does not tolerate foreign objects; only souls, and that prism was swallowed in its embrace.

Ariel will be the same.

“Hale, what are you doing?”

She fights me all the way to the shoreline; thrashes against my superior strength as I drag her kicking legs into the body of water.

Reaper gave me this role.

I do not accept it.

“Hale!” Ariel screams, kicking up torrents of water all around us, “Please don’t do this! Just—”

I will not hear a word from an object. Before she can manage another, my hands push her head under the surface. The toes and fingers remain visible, creating waves which will die with her.

Safeguard the Anchor.

Fuck you, Reaper.

She is the only thing that can hurt you now.

Not if I have a say in it.

I push her further down, sending bubbles to the top. She is the Anchor and controls the madness Olivia and I lived through.

She does not deserve to survive.

Nothing deserves to survive.

Ariel’s struggle weakens, then ceases. I stumble back in the water, letting go. Her body surfaces, floating away from me. In a few minutes, it will drift to the Falls, and be taken over the edge.

My name is Hale, and I have lived twenty-nine times. I may live and die a few more, but I am Death, and decide the world’s fate. Watching Ariel’s corpse pulled toward the edge of eternity, I know Olivia would be horrified at my actions.

But she is gone, and I am Death.

Maybe just for now, or for all time.

When I return to the shore, no water is left upon my clothes or flesh. It is nothing new, for the Timestream is more than water, and makes every attempt to reclaim its pieces quickly.

I look to the stone slab where Olivia’s body was, but any thought of returning to grief is gone, as is her body. Blood remains upon the stone, smiled on by Valhalla’s version of a sun, but she has all but disappeared.

So, I look away from my greatest mistake to the trees and the pathway carved through them.

Where Valhalla ends, and the unknown begins.

I walk towards it because it is my realm and I am its master.

I am Death, and nothing deserves to survive.
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Advisory

This book deals with disturbing subject matter in a therapy setting that includes depictions of domestic violence, sexual assault, and drug use, in addition to dealing with subject matter concerning suicide and mental illness that some may find distressing. 

***
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READER DISCRETION IS strongly advised.

​prologue

BROTHERS ARE JERKS.

I used to wish for a little sister, but Rosie Bloom has two and all that girl complains about is little sisters.

“You’re so lucky, Harper,” she usually tells me over cafeteria trays of boxed milk and lukewarm pizza, “Doesn’t hurt Charlie takes after your dad, either.”

There are brothers, and then there’s mine. Too tall for his age, too smart for his own good. It’s a good thing he does take after my dad, because Mom’s physical stature would have looked insulting on him. She’s dead now, but I’m doing my best to avoid that topic.

If only the shrink Dad sent me to agreed with that treatment plan. Charlotte isn’t the type to agree with anything I have to say. I don’t like Charlotte, and I know she doesn’t care for my company much either. But her claustrophobic office is a dream compared to the Hell we’re in now.

This is all Charlie’s fault. He is also conveniently absent to answer for it. Dad stares at the woman on the other side of the mirror; the girl we found when we broke into Mr. Locke’s house. Her hair is wild, and her eyes don’t look up from her lap. Standing off to the side, well behind the line of police officers that includes my father, I try to remind myself not to speak. Grandma always told me children should be seen, not heard. I have dug a deep enough hole, and Dad has yet to even give me a look, letting us know we’re still worthy of his disappointment.

The girl on the other side of the mirror is his only focus now.

“Where is that psychiatrist?” I hear him mutter to his partner Ray. “We need answers, and she’s not about to open up to us.”

“Patience, George,” Ray says. Hands on thin hips holding up trousers too loose for him, Ray is the crazy uncle I’ve known all my life. He’s usually not so serious, but his usual dry humor is sorely missed.

“Patience? A man I have known almost two decades, who knows where my children sleep at night, has done this! And we need to find that cocksucker.” Dad looks back at me. “Sorry, kiddo. Dad’s just a little upset.”

I nod to let him know it’s okay, still urging myself not to betray self-imposed silence.

“Do we even have whereabouts on him?”  

Ray shakes his head, the beard he rarely seems to maintain moving with it. “Car outside Locke’s house has still come up empty. Relax, George. We’re on it.”

Dad scoffs. “We better be thankful Nancy’s not here.” The mention of my mother’s name makes me wince. Stay calm, Harper. “My wife would have not stood for this.”

Ray starts to debate with him when the door to our left opens and a wiry man with a checkered flannel shirt tucked into black jeans enters the room. 

“Finally,” Dad says. “Doctor Walsh, have you been briefed?” The two men shake hands, and the shrink says yes. I see shades of Charlotte in him—the sterile expression, the dead eyes. 

“Your Captain filled me in, Constable. I understand this was occurring in your own backyard.”

“Yes,” Dad replies. “My children made the discovery when they trespassed on the property.” He lowers his voice, as if I haven’t already seen what will keep me awake for weeks to come. “She was kept in a basement, chained to a cot. I don’t even want to describe the state we found her in. It’s all in the report.”

Walsh sighs. 

“I took a glance at it. I don’t suppose you know how long she was his prisoner?”

Dad shakes his head. Whereas most of his colleagues are going grey and losing the tops of their heads, he still has his, in its original auburn.

“She’s barely said a goddamned word, Eric. Hasn’t cried or shown any signs of relief at being rescued. Took almost two hours to learn her name.”

“Grace Hawkins,” Ray offers. “No medical records on file. No birth certificate. Not a single sign she existed before today. Not on any Missing Persons list, and no listed next of kin.”

“Almost as if she fell out of the sky,” Dad finishes.

All three of them look at the woman in the window, who doesn’t so much as sway or measure breaths. 

“She seems to drift off every so often, too,” Ray says. “Some form of narcolepsy.”

Walsh studies his new charge through the mirror. The woman cannot see him, and probably would not care to. He thanks the officers and says he has a lot of work to do, in the most monotonous tone imaginable.

“Before you go,” Dad says, gesturing back at me. “Eric, this is my daughter. Harper. Say hello, Harper.”

“Hello,” I say with a nod, finally allowing myself a word.

“Hello, Harper,” Walsh says, offering an outstretched hand, which I shake. It is cold and limp, much like Charlotte’s and for a second, I think they might be husband and wife. “I understand you helped rescue that young woman in there.”

“Yes,” I say, releasing his hand.

“And how old are you, Harper?”

“I’ll be fourteen in March.”

“I see,” Walsh says. “I’m very sorry about your mother. She was a good police officer, and what happened was...so unfortunate.”

Dad interrupts. “That’s still a touchy subject, Eric. Best not to go there.”

“Right,” Walsh says, turning away from me. “And I had better get down to work. I will have my report ready for your Captain in short order.”

“Thank you, Eric,” Dad says, escorting him to the door. He shuts the door behind the shrink as Walsh steps inside, then returns to his place in front of the one-way mirror.

“Hello, Grace,” Walsh says over the speaker, setting his briefcase down on the table dividing them. I can hear everything, down to the clicks of its unlatching locks.  “My name is Eric Walsh. I understand you have been through a terrible ordeal.”

In the dark room we watch him perform the same schtick he’s probably used on a thousand others; Dad looks back at me.

“You okay, sweetheart?”

I nod, having forced myself back to silence. Where children belong. Where I can imagine a happy place, free of the imagery in Arthur Locke’s basement, where my brother and I led Sally Hammond and a pest named Teddy Woodworth to the nightmare we will never be able to wake from.

The woman does not respond to Walsh. I wouldn’t either. He is bland and unavailable and boring. He will boil her trauma down to nuts and bolts and pieces but won’t get anywhere with her.

I know this because Charlotte is the exact same.

I miss her terribly right now.

––––––––
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CHARLOTTE HUXLEY STARTS each session with the most uncomfortable questions. A pair of horn-rimmed glasses sit on her nose, which point downward and away from her massive bee bonnet. Technically, her first question is always, “how are you?” or, “what book are you reading today, Harper?”

It is the second, as she escorts me to twin blue armchairs, which unnerves me. Mine is stained with the outlines of Charlotte’s other victims. She hunts for answers in body language and can hear a defense mechanism in every desperate metaphor but will never admit it.

It is once I take my seat, she tends to make the inquiry that feels like bamboo shoots under my trimmed nails.  

“Shall we talk about your mother today, Harper?”  Today, she does not start with The Question. She barely says hello. Crossing her office, I know she has spoken with Dad. We sit, and Charlotte eases into the chair across from me.

“Why don’t you tell me what happened yesterday?” she asks.

“What do you mean?” I ask, brushing long red locks behind my ears. 

“Your father mentioned you had quite the adventure.”

“Yes,” I say, slowly.

“Do you want to talk about it?”

The walls are painted a horrid yellow, as if someone tried to imitate a sun and ended up blinding all of us with their dullness.

“Not really,” I reply.

Charlotte is unfazed. She knows I don’t like being here, but for once, I would like to see her exasperated. 

“What have you been reading lately, Harper? Anything good?”

“The Green Mile by King.”

“Didn’t that just come out this year?”

“Last. I hear they’re making a movie, maybe.”

“And you don’t think you’re a bit young to be reading something like that?”

“Dad bought it for me. You know I’ll read anything once,” I shrug.

“Yes, I remember. Last we spoke, you were reading Lord of the Flies.”

“So?”

“So...what were your thoughts?”

She’s trying to provoke me into talking about the house. I don’t want to. I just want to forget the naked, half-conscious woman, handcuffed to a metal cot, head rolling side to side. 

This is how she tries to get me to talk about Mom.

“I like how the kids on the island lost sight of the rules of society. Makes me think how people would be without rules.”

“Do you really think that would happen? People wouldn’t regulate themselves in some way? Or do you agree with Golding?”

“Oh yes,” I reply, “it would be anarchy.”

“And people like your neighbor, say, would not be held accountable, right?”

“I told you. I don’t want to talk about that.”

“All right,” she says. “What do you want to talk about?”

“Did you always want to be a shrink?”

Charlotte chuckles. “No, actually. I wanted to be a singer once. But I do not sing as well as I think I do. What do you want to be?”

I think on it a second, but don’t really need to.

“Think I want to be a writer.”

“That’s a very noble path, Harper. Given how much you read. Your vocabulary is very advanced for a thirteen-year-old.”

“Fourteen in March,” I remind her.

“That may be,” she says, “but it’s only September. The school year has only just started.”

“Still need something to look forward to, don’t I?”

We sit in awkward silence for a second, and I miss my mother’s warmth when I told her about my problems. When I cried to her. When she held me and kissed the top of my head. Charlotte is an emotionally malfunctioning consolation prize in comparison.

I don’t dare cry here.

“Okay,” I relent. “I’m ready to talk about what happened now.” 

Anything to avoid her stare and puckered lips.

“When you’re ready,” Charlotte says.

Here goes.

***
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IT ALL STARTED ON TUESDAY, because of course it would happen on a weeknight.

Dad was on night shifts, so he was sleeping all day and patrolling the highways all night. I don’t know, he’s been different since Mom died. Almost like he’s not there, you know? And we kids, we just did what we always do. Charlie and his best friend Sally—his real name is Salvatore—rode their bikes in circles around Teddy Woodworth, a younger boy with a shrill voice who shares backyards with Sally. Not a fence divides the Hammond and Woodworth properties, much to Sally’s great dismay when Teddy appears on the daily.

I sat on the lawn, reading my copy of The Green Mile. Sally made some comment about going to the construction site nearby and stealing a bunch of building materials.

My nose stayed firmly in my book. 

“You want to come with, Harper?”  

“No thanks,” I groaned, “Still not over the sewer tunnel. The thought of going anywhere with you, ever again, is enough to give me nightmares.”

“That’s harsh.”

“If the shoe fits.”

“Dude,” Charlie said. “Stop trying to get with my sis and let’s go steal some shit.”

“She’s thirteen. Barely even has tits, yet!”

“I’m right here, Sally. I’m sure your Grandma would slap you silly with her newspaper if she heard you talking about me like that, though,” I sniped.

Sally winced at the mention of his very traditional, imposing caretaker. Dad told me his parents were both drug addicts, so I’m sure being publicly spanked with news headlines was the better option for him growing up. It was still enough to make him fall quiet as he and Charlie continued circling on their bicycles.

“Sal,” Charlie said as he straightened his wheels; “If I catch you talking about her tits again, I’m gonna whack you. Forget your grandma. Right to the nuts.”

“Okay, okay.”

“I can come to the construction site too, right?” Teddy interrupted. He’s tiny for his age, with a nasal whine even I can’t ignore.

“Yes Teddy. You can be our fall guy,” Charlie grinned.

“What’s a fall guy? Do I get to do something cool?”

Sally snickered. “Break your neck, maybe?”

“That’s mean,” I scolded from my cross-legged vantage. “Leave him alone, you two.”

They were ready to open their mouths and aim their taunts at me—the goody-two-shoes little sister—when the door opened behind the patch of lawn on which I had taken refuge. My father emerged, descending the sloped driveway where his Volkswagen always sits, casting a look of annoyance at my brother. In his pressed uniform and creased pants with a service revolver on his waist, a small, reflective rectangle above his breast pocket glared in the low sunlight as he carried a duffel bag to the backseat’s door.

“Hey, Dad” I said. “Got an A on my English test.”

Dad inserted the duffel in the backseat, closing the door as I squinted to look up at him.

“That’s great, honey. How’s the book?”

“Exciting,” I squealed.

He didn’t offer to match my enthusiasm. 

“That’s good, sweetheart. Make sure your brother behaves.”

In front of us, Charlie stopped circling on his bike, as Sally continued carving a path around him. 

“Hey! I’m older.”

“Also, less responsible. At least I can count on Harper not to blowtorch grasshoppers on a wooden deck, kid. Can I say the same for you?” Charlie had no retort, and as he often did when without response, bowed his head, looking at his feet. Things have been strained enough; I didn’t feel the need to add to it. “Dinner is in the fridge. And Sally, I don’t want to get a call from your grandmother. Home by dark, got it?”

Sally snapped to attention with a nod. “Yes, Mr. Whitaker.”

“Make sure of it, Harper?” he said, not waiting for my response before climbing into his Volkswagen and reversing down the driveway, leaving Charlie to seethe as the car turned the corner of our crescent road, disappearing from our view.

“Way to play the favorite.”

“I didn’t take a side, Charlie. Not my fault you always make him worry.”

Charlie scoffed.

“He doesn’t worry about me. Just gets pissed.”

“We could have it worse. Could be like Anna from my class—come to school with bruises.”

“Anna Bond?” Sally asked, despite knowing the answer as he resumed biking in sharp circles. “Steve’s sister?”  

“That’s only because Mrs. Bond is drunk all the time. I almost wish Dad would hit me. Better than all this fucking disappointment,” Charlie retorted.

“You expect too much,” I said.

Charlie brushed me off with a disgusted sigh, wallowing in temporary misery until Sally reminded him about the house being built down the street. Its lawn was a mess of wood planks and sawdust kicked up as almost every kid on our street ran over it that day and every other.

“Right,” Charlie smirked, forgetting about Dad’s perpetual disapproval. “Let’s go see what we can lift from this bitch. Coming, sis?”

I closed my book, placing it on the grass in front of me, admiring the evergreen cover and its shadows. 

“I don’t know. Might go to Rosie’s. Crawling around in an unfinished building seems more like a boy’s day.”

“As opposed to what?” Sally asked from his bike seat as he popped a wheelie. “Playing Barbies?”

“As opposed to coming home smelling like a sewer?”

“Never gonna let that go, are you?”

“Nope.”

“Get a room already, you two,” Charlie snickered. When we fell quiet from gagging on the thought, he told us all to follow him, ignoring my subsequent insistence of wanting to stay home. “Don’t be a girl!”

“I am a girl, Charlie.”

My brother used his shoes to break, bringing the bike to a complete stop as he swung his leg over the bar to meet the other, lowering its frame to the curb in front of me. Without warning, he snatched my book, holding it above his head. 

“I guess you won’t be needing this, then!”

“Charlie! Give it back!”

“Sally, run!” Charlie called, abandoning the bike, sprinting down the street toward the looming husk of metal and plywood sheets. Sally pedaled past me as my brother cackled as I took off after them. He’s taller, and there was no way I could reach the open pages he held by the spine. Having realized what was happening, Teddy told us to wait for him. Nobody did. Damp hair on my shoulders spawned thick goblets of sweat down my face as we raced to the construction site, only stopping once we reached the base of wood bones and naked studs visible from the driveway’s end. Charlie was bent over, clutching his knees between shortened breath interrupted by juvenile giggling. Teddy finally caught up as I recovered enough momentum to punch Charlie in the arm and snatch my book back.

“You’re a jerk.”

“Ow!” he panted. “Got you to come with us, didn’t it?”

“For now. Why do you need me here, anyway?”

“Because when Teddy falls through the floorboard, someone neutral can tell Dad what happened, and I might survive until college.”

“Hey!” Teddy gasped, heeded by no one.

“Great,” I said, “So I’m your stooge?”

“C’mon,” Sally replied, dropping his bike in front of the house. “Think of it as: we’re being responsible by bringing the most responsible of us along.”

“Sounds like a stooge to me.”

“Maybe Teddy could hang back this time, then.”

“No!” Teddy whined, offering no further defense of his involvement.

“Why don’t you go ask your mom, Teddy?” I asked. Charlie studied me a moment, mouth soon stretching across his face in a grin.

“Yeah, Teddy, and then meet us back here.” Too young to understand the implications, the boy enthusiastically agreed, sprinting back in the direction we had come. We watch him disappear along the side of Sally’s house, four doors down from our own. He wouldn’t be back that night, once his mother balked at the suggestion of wandering around an unfinished house. “Nice work! Trick the kid into a voluntary lockdown. You are ruthless, sis.”

“Little finesse goes a long way,” I said.

“Admit it. You don’t care for him, either.”

“No, but he doesn’t worship me like he does you. Or Sally, for that matter.”

Sally snickered. 

“Hear that, Charlie? We’re gods.”

“You enjoy that,” I retorted, looking back to my brother. “Can I go home now? I got rid of Teddy for you. Mission accomplished.”

Charlie frowned at my lack of enthusiasm, crossing his arms. “C’mon Harper. Live a little! Don’t be Dad. He’s just been...weird since Mom died, hasn’t he? Don’t be Dad, okay?”

I rolled my eyes, not really wanting to get into it about our mother. It’s not like he was the one to find her body. Nor is he the one in therapy. Just going along with it seemed easier.

The inside smelled like moldy pine. Unfinished floors creaked as we traversed them. Not all were in place; some leaned against joists, reaching into darkness below. Wall frames were a blank canvas some family would eventually hang smiling pictures and kids’ artwork. Dying sunlight pouring through the open roof made them look like windows into another life.

“Why are we here again?” I asked.

Shrinking his shoulders as he attempted to muffle the weight of his body on the weak floors, Charlie said nothing.

“If we can find some copper wiring, we’ll sell it to Benton Read’s old man at the scrapyard. Shit should net us some change,” Sally said, prompting me to roll my eyes. “Let’s check out the upstairs. We’re losing light.” 

We filed up the unrailed stairs at the end of a long, unfinished corridor. Each groaned under our sneakers. Before the ground floor passed from my line of sight, I looked out at it, and I could see the safety of our little street through unfinished walls.

“Hey,” Sally asked Charlie as we reached the top, which was even more incomplete than the level below. “Have y’all heard of this thing called the Internet? Apparently, you can connect with other people’s computers from your own. Crazy stuff, I tell you. Grandma won’t even let me have a computer, let alone mess with this Internet thing. Benton was telling me about it. His mom has this thing called AOL.”

“Probably a fad. Who on earth needs something like that?” 

“Dude, I’m telling you. Went to his house and saw this thing. Fucking amazing is what it is.”

“I’ll live in the real world, thanks.”

Breaking off from the boys, carefully stepping to the phobia of falling through rickety floors, I peered in every door frame I passed. Sheets of plastic to keep the rain out likened our intrusion to people in a haunted house. Copy of The Green Mile under my arm, I felt a bit like a Paul Edgecombe, wandering the solitary hallway of Death Row.

Mom always said I live in my stories too much.

“Hey guys, check it out!” Sally’s voice rang across the empty upper floor. Charlie shushed him as we converged on the house’s top left corner of the house, in what I could only assume would become the master bedroom. There, by the window frame, Sally’s head pressed into the adjacent wall panel, using two fingers to pull aside its sheeting. “Check out what Mr. Locke is up to.”

“About time he came out,” Charlie remarked.

“How long since we’ve last seen him? Couple months?”

“Oh, longer.”

“Dad says he has walking problems,” I offered, craning my neck to see past my taller accomplices to catch a glimpse of our infamously reclusive neighbor.

“Looks fine to me. Loading bags in the trunk of his car.”

“Wonder what’s in them,” Charlie said.

“Body parts, maybe?”

“That’s ridiculous,” I countered, “Mr. Locke is not a murderer. He’s just an old man who doesn’t get out much.”

“Harper, the dude looks like Edgar Allen Poe. No wonder you love him.”

“He does not. And I don’t. Ew.”

“Long hair that’s never brushed. Sunken eyes. Wears black clothes all the time. We see his black cat more than we see him. Wouldn’t be surprised if he owned a raven.”

“Does that thing even have a name?” Sally asked. “The cat?”

“I don’t know,” Charlie replied. “I just call him Creepy Neighbor’s Cat. Had to be black, too.”

“Aw,” I teased. “Superstitious, Charlie?”

“No.”

“He’s totally superstitious. Won’t even walk under a ladder.”

“Stop it, Harper.”

“Hey, you wanted me to come here. At least let me have some fun with it.”

“Shut up, the both of you! He’s going somewhere,” Sally sniped. Over their shoulders, the black sedan backed down the driveway, slowly veering left before casually driving away from sight. Our collective gaze switched to the house. Of all the homes on our street, its grass is various degrees of brown and there are no shrubs or flowers—just holes dug in the lawn by neighborhood dogs to compensate. It’s the kind of house parents tell their children to avoid at the same time they warn us to be home by dark. 

“He has to be hiding something,” Sally said.

“You’re both being ridiculous,” I assured them, but the seed was in my head, too. Dad said he could barely walk and that’s why we never saw him, but he didn’t seem to have any problems.

“Next time he goes out, we sneak into his house,” Charlie declared. “You too, Harper.”

I shook my head. “No, thanks. Don’t feel like Dad arresting us for trespassing.”

“You really don’t want to know if our neighbor is a fucking serial killer?”

“Yeah, for all we know, he could have the bones of a thousand children buried under his lawn,” Sally added.

“I’m good,” I said. But as we strolled home and went separate ways with Sally, I couldn’t help thinking something was off about Arthur Locke. Just as I couldn’t get the sawdust out from my sense of smell, neither could I help agreeing with my brother and Sally.

Maybe I would take them up on the expedition yet.

***
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CHARLOTTE STOPS ME.

“So, if I am understanding you correctly, this was all predicated on some sort of dare?” she asks. Her lips are pursed, eyes narrowing to slits behind the rimmed glasses sliding to the edge of her nose every so often, when she will push them back into place.

“Yes.”

“It is interesting... to think your neighbor would have continued to get away with it, were your brother and his friend not so adamant about going into the house.”

“That’s Charlie for you.”

“Do you think that all this...let’s call it bravery, that Charlie puts on, is a way to deal with Nancy’s passing?”

I never thought of it like that.

“My brother doesn’t open up much. I like to imagine I know what goes on in his head, but if any of us really did know, someone might be able to control him better.”

“Do you ever feel animosity towards him?”

“What do you mean?”

Charlotte removes the clipboard from her lap on which she’s been diligently taking notes, setting it down on the arm of her chair and leans forward.

“Do you ever think about what you would do in his position, rather than yours?”

“Oh. I think I know what you’re saying.”

“Do you?”

“What would it be like if he had found Mom’s body and not me? If he was the one sitting in this room with you?”

“How do you think that would play out?”

I sigh, sinking in my chair as if betraying some sacred vow of silence to my brother.

“Charlie is...my father. In all the wrong ways. Mom used to tell me stories about Dad when he was young. Impulsive. Carefree. But there was always something holding him to doing the right thing. I guess that’s why he became a cop. My dad isn’t perfect, but he always means to set a good example for us.

“Charlie has none of that. He’s got the impulsiveness. But unlike Dad, who had to care for my Nana all his life until she died, there’s nothing that has...levelled him out. He’s just an asshole.”

“And remind me...he’s sixteen?”

“Seventeen.”

“Almost an adult. You know, Harper, I’ve helped a lot of people in my career. I’m fifty-three this year. I’ve watched my husband leave for another woman, my kids grow up and move on. I’ve lost countless friends and family. Just as much, I’ve watched others lose them. Some don’t have them to begin with. And it has really humbled me over the years because I’m just grateful those people were in my life for as long as they were.

“My point is, Charlie may not share in the level of trauma you were exposed to, finding Nancy. But he is a boy who has lost his mother, and I’m pretty sure any other would be, as you say, an ‘asshole’. But let’s not count him out yet, shall we?”

I’m not ready to continue, but the sooner I say the words that keep me up at night, the sooner I can go home, and continue reading about John Coffey and his wardens at Cold Mountain Penitentiary.

***
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THE NEXT DAY AT SCHOOL, I couldn’t stop thinking about Mr. Locke. It taunted me through class, to the point Mrs. Lewis immediately noticed something was off about her star pupil. Yes, I did just say that about myself. It preoccupied me over cafeteria food while my best friend Rosie Bloom detailed the latest offenses of her ever absent father. Nothing had changed since she last talked about him, so I gave my full attention to the most distracting thoughts.

Rosie noticed, too.

“You okay, Harper?”

The question pulled me back to reality with some confusion. I asked her why I wouldn’t be.

She pointed with her mouth full, chewed some, and attempted to continue despite not swallowing. 

“You haven’t touched your lunch.”

I looked down at the cheap lasagna and boxed milk. Here I was, surrounded by so many conversations. Even the loudest ones—usually the boys yelling at each other two tables down from us, making food into projectiles—were drowned out by daydreams.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I said.

“Looks like something.”

The other girls sitting with us—Dee, Becca, and Claire had been in conversation with each other until now—all looked down the table at me.

“Stuff at home. Brother and dad always fighting, you know how it is.”

Claire chuckled. “You don’t have to tell me, sweetie. My sister Renee, she’s sixteen. Her and my mom hate each other. Screaming until all hours.”

“How do you live like that?” Becca asked.

“I don’t have much of a choice. I think my dad has the right idea. Turn the television up. I just sit there, taping songs I like on the radio. Somehow, it just works.”

“Bit different, Claire,” Rosie snapped. “Not like your mom hung herself.” 

As the table fell quiet, and the eyes of everyone seated there trained back on me, I excused myself from the conversation. Just as I have many times at home lately, I left a full plate of food untouched. 

Telling the teacher on monitor duty I was going to the bathroom; I made my escape from the thunderous cafeteria. The hallways of our school stretched forever, with only a series of heavy doors in front and behind me. I continued walking, if only to disguise welling eyes turning as red as my hair.

Inside the lavatory, I took a seat in one of the stalls, and buried my head in both hands. The tears caught in my throat and my eyes bled water until they ran dry. I didn’t even know why I cried. I didn’t know if I was crying because my mother was dead, or because I got my period for the first time by myself and there was no woman in my life to take care of me. I didn’t know if I was crying because my best friend could be so blunt, or because my father never had time for me.

Safe to say, I had finally gotten Mr. Locke out of my head.

***
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LATER, WALKING HOME from school with Teddy—a job I may or may not have agreed to early in the school year, and now regretted—he pestered me the entire time, asking me questions no sane person would know the answer to.

“What about time? Do you think we’ll have clocks in the future? Or we’ll just know it’s time for dinner?”

“I don’t know, Teddy,” I reiterated, as we turned onto our street. 

“What about cars in the future? Do you think they will fly?”

“I don’t know, Teddy.”

“Robot dinosaurs? No! They’ll bring them back to life. Like Jurassic Park!”

I rolled my eyes. Sally’s house was one of the first on our street, and they shared a backyard, remember? So, he would disappear behind the side of Sally’s, and it would be at least an hour before his mom let him back out.

With my book tucked under my arm, I passed our house, not quite ready to return home as I noticed Mr. Locke’s house spooky house and dingy lawn. The holes dug by dogs looked deeper. The windows were dirtier and the shades behind them thicker. His black sedan, rusting and decrepit as the house, was in the driveway. The twin pitched roofs were covered in prematurely fallen leaves clogging the house’s gutters. Approaching it on a whim, the only lights emanating from the house stemmed from rectangular windows in the foundation. The sun was still high in the sky but dirt covering the windows was not enough to dispel their glare.

Leave it alone, Harper.

My oversized purple backpack swinging wildly side to side, sheer curiosity made my feet heavy. Knees buckled at dispelled inner strength to resist approaching. Against every screaming shred of common sense that initially carried me past Mr. Locke’s driveway like any other kid with all the time in the world to loiter, I turned back to the dilapidated abode whose shadows cast over its respective curb screamed at me to question its innards as I retraced each step toward the house. The air grew colder, ignoring stubborn humidity which had plagued us all year and made summer school unbearable for Charlie after failing his English class. Ironic, considering Mom named him after Charles Dickens. Dad wouldn’t hear it. Charlie was going to sweat and swelter until he passed.

Now here I was, Harper Leigh Whitaker, playing voyeur on the side of Mr. Locke’s house. Bending down to peer through the cellar window, my backpack slumped over my head. I saw nothing through the barred rectangle.

But I did hear something. It sounded like a cry, and then wind. It was a hoarse scream, and then nothing. My mind was surely playing tricks, and as I stood up, I was kicking myself for having entertained the—

“What are you doing here?”

The voice startled me to attention. As the backpack sank back down my body with force, so did my heart fall into my stomach. Up close, Mr. Locke’s eyes were sunken in further, and his arms were thinner. Shoulder length black hair had long dulled to gray, matching his patchy facial hair. He would look funnier if his cantankerous stare didn’t rip through my wide-eyed shock.

“Cat got your tongue?” My neighbor’s gaze reached deeper; against all odds it could pierce me worse, it made me feel cold, and wonder if he was the Devil.

“I’m sorry,” I stammered.

“What are you doing, Harper?”

“I thought I heard something, sir.”

“You heard nothing. It’s just water. Old pipes.”

“It didn’t sound like pipes.”

“You heard nothing,” he repeated as the emaciated cat strolled up to his side. Its whiskers were permanently bent at the ends and it shared Mr. Locke’s scowl. “Now get out of here before I call your father.”

Maybe Charlie was right, and he did own a raven to go with the body in the walls.

I wanted to beg him not to tell my father. Instead, I complied, shuffling toward the curb, past his car and onto the street. My cheeks burned with embarrassment. It was a short walk four doors down, but my pack weighed heavier and my feet just as much. 

His eyes burned a hole in my back the entire way.

I called myself names I won’t repeat until my father came home. I observed him unload the car of groceries but needed to gauge his mood. Grabbing two plastic bags from the trunk, I followed him into the house. As he set about making dinner, he asked me to peel potatoes.

Will Mr. Locke say anything to him? 

“God, I miss your mom’s cooking,” he said, stripping carrots as I worked the other peeler over a garbage can.

“Me, too,” I replied. “I miss her homemade macaroni.”

“Chicken parmigiana for me. Couldn’t replicate it to save my life.” Normally, this would make my eyes well, to which he would remind me to remember the good things. “Where’s your brother?”

“I don’t know. Out with Sally, maybe.”

“Those two,” he grumbled. “They will end up running the world, the disregard for rules they have.”

Don’t count me out yet, Dad.

“Dad?”

“Yeah, sweetheart?”

“I did something bad.”

He stopped as I collected my breath, placing the peeler on the counter slowly and turned to me, one hand on his waist.

“Go on.”

“I heard something coming from Mr. Locke’s house.” Taking the silence as encouragement, I told him about what Sally said and what we saw, only leaving out where we observed it all happen. I told him about the noise I heard and what Mr. Locke explained were old pipes but sounded like muffled sobbing. When I finished, he raised his chin and narrowed his eyelids, preparing words like they were dinner.

“Okay, well let’s get reprimanding out of the way, shall we?” he said, and I nodded. “Trespassing is serious, Harper. Whatever business Arthur—Mr. Locke—has going on, I’m sure it’s perfectly legal. It’s not our business to ask questions until it appears he’s guilty of something, understand? So, I want to thank you for being honest with me, sweetheart, but that is unacceptable behavior, understand?”

My father, the police officer. 

Except when it comes to his only daughter.

“Now, you have been through a lot lately. It’s only been five months since the funeral, and post-trauma can take many forms. There is all sorts of research on it we didn’t have in the eighties when I started.”

I knew what Dad was getting at, and it made panic rise in my chest.

“Dad, I heard something. It didn’t sound like water.”

He resumed peeling carrots into the plastic bowl in front of him, his back now to me. 

He doesn’t believe me.

“I will talk with Mr. Locke,” he said after a silence. Whether it was put there to let me sink a bit is debatable. “In the meantime, I don’t want you going near that house, understand?”

Before I could open my mouth to protest, the front door slammed just beyond the kitchen. Charlie entered, dropping his backpack into one of the chairs tucked under the table.

“I got suspended,” he said, before disappearing up the stairs and dragging our four eyes behind him, leaving my adventure with Mr. Locke all but forgotten in our collective shock and awe.
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I TAKE A BREAK, AND Charlotte jumps on the opportunity to speak.

“Charlie sounds like a handful.”

“Yeah,” I reply, “and it’s only gotten worse since then. Doesn’t listen to anyone, as I said earlier.”

She takes a moment to process everything I’ve told her so far.

“That must be hard on George. You as well. Dare I ask what he was suspended over?”

“Threw a book past his teacher’s head and told her to...you know...off.” Classic Charlie. “It’s his second suspension this year. I mean, they suspended him in the spring, so technically doesn’t count toward expulsion, but he’s definitely not passing that class.”

“And dare I ask the class?”

“Math.”

“Not quite as exciting as he seems to be.”

“Charlie hates math. More than he hates snakes. And that’s saying something.”

“You were telling me about this suspicion you had of Mr. Locke. As we now know...that suspicion turned out to be correct. But you say it seemed your father did not believe it when you brought it to him.”

“And?”

“Is it possible that George is so tied up in trying to control your brother, that an unfair light is being cast on you? And, that one could learn not to take that personally?”

“Take it personally? I’m not taking it personally.”

Charlotte gathers her next words.

“Your father is correct in one sense. Post-trauma does come in many forms. It is not taken all that seriously in the health care system now. You see it with veterans and how we deal with the homeless. And I mean, it’s not all that far-fetched—had you not actually gone into Arthur Locke’s house, that might have been a conclusion I would have drawn.”

She is starting to make me mad now.

“Are you...are you saying my father is right not to believe me?”

“Not right, per se—”

“Screw you, Charlotte!” I’m sick of the judgement and the questions and her snarky attitude. I grab my grey sweater that my mother knitted for my thirteenth birthday. I thought it was a stupid gift at the time. If only I’d known what was to come. Resolved to tell Dad I’m never coming back here; I almost forget the book I brought with me in storming towards the door. 

Turning back, Charlotte is standing in response to my tantrum, holding the novel in her outstretched hand. 

“Let me know what you think of it when you’re done,” she says. I snatch it and reach for the golden door handle, yanking it more forcefully than I need to.

In the waiting room, Teddy Woodworth sits slouched in a red metal chair, with his mother beside him, chastising her son to sit up. I wave at them, knowing exactly why his parents will have to shell out money to a psychologist; why Teddy’s mother grabs him and tells him not to talk to me. Her son is no longer interested, anyway.

I walk past the receptionist, whose name is Andrea and always has candy on her desk for the children who come to this place. Whether over spiteful parents divorcing or finding a naked woman, traumatized from years of abuse in their neighbor’s basement, the sign behind her looms large, spelling out something that sounds helpful but is as ugly as the beasts in my dreams.

I am not a child any longer and wonder if I even belong here. 

The sign is outside, too; raised letters inside a different shade of red background, spelling out the name Mercy Road.

I am not a child any longer.

I am the unhinged, and this is my asylum.


​session two

MY MOTHER USED TO BE able to spot the guilt on one of our faces in a second. Charlie was always the prime suspect, but Nancy Whitaker—maiden name Beckett—always had a soft spot for my brother. He was her firstborn, after all. You can see it in pictures as she coddles his infant form close; how she tousled his hair before school in the morning. There was a warmth to their bond Charlie sorely misses with Dad. Even when she was scolding him, Charlie was Mom’s shining star.  

My relationship with her was more problematic. She was trying to teach me things I wasn’t ready to hear, like telling me to cross my legs because I was a lady, and we don’t want to be seen as tramps. She would ask me to make sure my hair was brushed, my dress was pressed, and the laundry was done, all before coming down for dinner. The level of expectation, next to Charlie’s carefree existence, drove me mad.

The clinic is empty today, as it usually is when I arrive. I say hello to Andrea, taking my customary seat in one of the red chairs. She says hello and asks if I would like a candy. As usual, I refuse, opening the book in my lap before realizing I was still reading The Green Mile last time I was here.

Andrea rings Charlotte. I pass the time scanning pages, soaking up the worlds I would rather live in than this one, for their stories have far more to offer than loss and pain—or at least, a different outcome. When she opens her office door and emerges, I am forced back to cold reality. 

“Harper! Please come in,” she says.

She’s wearing pants today, and not a skirt. Her mood is strange, too. I have never seen her this happy. I don’t return the sentiment, instead walking across her office to another familiar place as Charlotte takes a seat, crossing her legs like my mother taught me to do, though I rarely obliged before she gone.

“I was surprised when your father called me. After our last session, I was unsure whether we would meet again. It’s good to see you.”

“Thanks, I guess.”

“How have you been?”

I shrug, staring at my feet. Dad has been promising me new shoes since the school year started, and it’s halfway through October now.

“Things are interesting, as always.”

“Care to elaborate?”

“You didn’t ask me about my book.”

“Do you want to talk about your book?” Charlotte asks.

“I finished The Green Mile.”

“And how did you find it?”

I finally raise my head to meet her lighter stare. Relaxed would be the wrong word because she’s always calm and robotic. There’s no notepad in her lap, nor a pen between her fingers today. 

“Why are you being weird?” 

“I’m being weird?”

“Yeah,” I reply. “You seem...normal. Not like a shrink.”

Charlotte chuckles, “Guess I’ll never live down that label. No, I had a date last night. My first in... a long time. And it was good.”

“So, you had sex.”

I don’t think I have ever stumped her before. It’s been a goal, but I never achieved it until now. The flabbergasted look is enough to tell me so.

“It’s okay,” I say. “My mom was always in a good mood after date night with Dad, and I’ve read enough about it in old copies of Cosmo Mom left lying around. Plus, I always heard them through the walls. I’m a light sleeper.”

Recovering from her embarrassment, Charlotte lets the silence hang on longer than I would have.

“What...what are you reading now?”

“Fight Club. I’m trying to understand men.”

“That... is another unusual choice. I have heard good things, though. But before we get into that, maybe you would like to tell me what you thought of The Green Mile, hmm?”

“It reminded me of another book, actually.”

“Is that so?”

I nod. 

“The book I’m named after.”

“To Kill a Mockingbird?”

“It was my mother’s favorite,” I say. “She loved Atticus. Made us watch the movie every year on her birthday. Christmas, too. And I never understood what she saw in it, until I read this book. Or maybe, I’m just starting to realize things I should have...while she was here.”

“Why do you think those two stories are so similar? I mean, from what I know and what you have told me about The Green Mile, both seem to cover the same kind of circumstances and setting. Beyond that, what do you see?”

I think a moment, trying to make words of the feelings.

“The South was not a great place to be black during the Great Depression? I mean, both Tom Robinson and John Coffey were both automatically presumed guilty for the crimes they committed. Tom tried to run. John didn’t. But I think it spoke to me the way Mockingbird spoke to Mom, that’s all.”

“And who would you say is your Atticus, Harper?” Charlotte clasps her hands together, free of her annoying notetaking and cold demeanor. “Who represents the good in that world?”

It finally hits me that perhaps Charlotte has seen I can’t be badgered and prodded like every other kid who comes through here. 

She’s trying.

“Technically...nobody is truly good in that world. Some are just better than others. If I had to choose...John Coffey, maybe?”

“And what about this one?”

“Pardon?”

“Who represents the good to you in this world to you?”

She is either fishing for compliments or asking out of more than professional interest.

“My father.” Charlotte lets me control the silence hanging over that statement. “He brought the woman from Mr. Locke’s house to ours.”

“Grace Hawkins? That is an interesting turn of events.”

“He said they were going to send her to a ward to keep her safe. No talk of release or helping start out. She has no family, either. Not one we can find.”

“The police were going to institutionalize her?”

“Yes,” I reply, but I want to scream at the unfairness of it, affirmation with more volume than what escapes my lips. “Dad said he forced Captain Mooney to release her into his custody while they look for Mr. Locke.”

Charlotte clears her throat, hand over mouth.

“Any word on that?”

I shake my head.

“Have you spoken with Grace?” Charlotte asks.

“Yes. I’m not supposed to, though. Dad told us to give her space.”

“And what have you learned?”

“Wait,” I deflect, “you don’t want to pick up where we left off?” 

Charlotte shrugs and says we will come back to it. 

And so, I begin.

***
[image: ]


THE DOOR STARED BACK at me from the hallway’s end. Only yesterday, it was open, and I could see the flowered duvet of the guest room. Its natural light poured in over the bed’s canopy and varnished night tables. It used to be the room Mom slept in when they were on opposite shifts. 

She couldn’t sleep in their bed without my father.

The woman we rescued from Mr. Locke’s basement was behind that door, and she hadn’t made a sound since Dad closed it behind him, looked me dead in the eye and told me to leave her be.

“She doesn’t need questions, Harper,” he said, before disappearing down the stairs. 

So, I went in my room and read, and did my homework, and read some more. I went for dinner downstairs, and noticed the door still closed. When I returned, the same. I brushed my teeth and went to sleep, anticipating nothing would change tomorrow. Nancy would still be gone. My father would still be preoccupied, and Grace would not come out of the guest room. Charlie would outdo himself and I would be the least important person in my life.

That following night, I awakened to the doorbell and familiar shadows in the form of cones on the ceiling, cast by streetlights and nearby electrical towers. Outlines of familiar furniture were no cause for alarm, but the voices from beyond my bedroom door were more concerning. I sat up half-way, resting on my elbows, and peeled my hearing to distinguish voices in the kitchen downstairs. A glance over at my digital alarm clock informed me it was well after midnight. Climbing out of my twin-sized bed, I crept closer to the painted blue door. I pressed my ear against wood, but the conversation was still muffled.

Lowering my hand to the spherical knob, I turned it slowly, hoping hinges wouldn’t creak and give me away.

“You pulled a gun, George! You know they could throw you off the force for
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