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Dedication

To Hazel Lenore, who took on the Black Slide and escaped with only a broken foot





Epigraph

The Playground was an immense iron industry
whose sole products were pain, sadism, and sorrow.

—The Playground, Ray Bradbury
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Chapter 1

It Didn’t Look Safe

The Black Slide appeared on the playground of Osshua Elementary on a clear day in late September. Griffin Birch was the first to see it. His desk was near the back window of the Torture Chamber, so he had the best view of the playground. And that was too bad.

The Torture Chamber was the nickname of the fifth-grade classroom. Or one of the fifth-grade classrooms. Osshua Elementary had four, plus four third-grade classrooms, three second-grade classrooms, five first-grade classrooms, and two kindergartens. But only one classroom in the entire school had a nickname. A new fifth grader wouldn’t find that nickname printed on the door or written in rainbow markers on the whiteboard—no, it would be whispered to them by another student at a lunch table or at the back of a school bus.

The Torture Chamber was the only classroom in the entire school with a view of the playground. Students had to sit and do math and learn grammar and take tests while the freedom and joy of that outside world tempted and distracted them. It was worse during recess for the younger grades. The fifth graders in the Torture Chamber had to watch other kids running and screaming and sliding and swinging and spinning and climbing while they sat and did math and learned grammar and took tests. It was, as the name suggests, torture.

Griffin had been thinking about his dad when he noticed the new slide. He was often thinking about his dad, who had been gone for six months. The first six months of forever, Griffin hoped. But he felt bad for hoping that. And he felt sad for his mom.

“Griffin Birch, eyes on your quiz or I’ll stick you to the whiteboard.”

Griffin jumped, tearing his gaze from the Black Slide to the white paper on his brown desk. Mrs. Pitts was a tall woman. She had other features, but tall was what you noticed when you saw her. Especially when she loomed over your desk. She was also mean, like she took the nickname of the classroom seriously.

She reminded Griffin of West Quoddy Head Lighthouse, especially when she wore red and white and the lenses of her large glasses caught the light and hid her eyes. He’d seen the red-and-white-striped lighthouse during a family vacation to Maine two years before. Despite its name, it stood at the easternmost point in the United States. He had clambered out on the rocks beyond the lighthouse while the Atlantic threw great nets of spray at him, salting his lips and dampening his hair. His dad yelled to him that nobody was farther east in the entire world than Griffin at that exact moment. Griffin knew he meant country, though. That was one of the few good memories of his dad that he had. And even then, his dad had tried to peg him with a half-filled soda can from the shore. His dad was also mean.

“Every year I want to cover those windows,” said Mrs. Pitts. “But every year Principal Simmons says I can’t. She says students need sunlight to grow. You know what I say to that, Griffin Birch?” She lowered her eyes behind her glasses enough to catch him in her lighthouse beam. “I tell her I can grow mushrooms.”

Laila Davis turned slightly from her desk in front of Griffin’s to give him a quick be careful look with the side of her face that Griffin could read as easily as if it were printed on the back of her shirt.

“There’s a new slide,” said Griffin. And that made Mrs. Pitts’s lamp swivel to the windows along with the head of every student in the Torture Chamber. Even Laila’s, and she never got in trouble for staring out the window.

The slide was a tube slide, the kind you jumped in at the top, disappeared for a few moments, and then flew out the bottom like a soda can from a vending machine. But it didn’t look like a normal tube slide. First, it was black. Not sky blue or sunshine yellow or grass green. Just black. It also appeared to be made of leather instead of plastic, dull and textured like an elephant’s hide, and it was fastened by large metal rivets. It seemed too tall, like the top was higher than the school building, but that couldn’t be right. And it dove at an unusually steep angle to the red mulch that covered the playground. It wasn’t anything like the gentle slide it had replaced. That one had been flat and orange. This new one reminded Griffin of a giant tarantula leg.

Mrs. Pitts walked to a window and stared at the empty playground with the sudden black tube slide in the middle of it. “They’re always updating the playground equipment. Making it safer. Always new rules so that you kids can play without so much as skinning a knee. When I was your age, everything on the playground was made of metal that burned you on hot days, and towered tall enough to break limbs when you fell and sharp enough to cut skin so deep it needed stitches. It’s either a wonder my generation lived through childhood or a wonder you have a childhood.”

Griffin stared at the Black Slide. It didn’t look safe.

Mrs. Pitts sterned up her face and said, “Five minutes till pencils down. I’m expecting a lot of Fs on this one.” Pencils were immediately pulled from teeth and behind ears and off desks and set to scraping across paper.

Griffin’s pencil stayed atop his quiz, as lifeless as a fallen branch, while he continued to stare out the window at the Black Slide. It seemed to make the air around it murky.

Mrs. Pitts was wrong about why he stared at the playground. He didn’t long to be out there. The playground had always terrified him. Made his stomach burn. His skin prickle. As far as he was concerned, that scary Black Slide fit the playground better than the happy orange one it had replaced.

He got a D minus on the quiz.

Mrs. Pitts docked him half a grade for doodling a long black tube at the bottom of the quiz with, for some reason, a small figure beside it.
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Chapter 2

Dares Are for Dummies

Griffin’s neck bent back painfully for a face full of blue sky before whiplashing to the ground for a face full of red mulch. He hadn’t heard Ozzie Aldridge sneak up behind him. Had barely felt Ozzie’s hands push against his shoulder blades. The sting on his palms told him he’d shaved skin in his fall, but what really hurt was his kneecap, which he’d banged bad enough that he grabbed it to his chest and rolled onto his back with a grunt.

“You gotta watch your back, Griffin.” Ozzie had a way of using Griffin’s name like it was an insult. Something about how he emphasized the fin part. Griffin saw Ozzie standing above him, heard him laughing with three voices somehow. Then Griffin saw Crystal Harp and Desda Perkins laughing behind Ozzie, the two girls close enough to each other they could have shared a backpack. Griffin didn’t think those girls ever got more than two feet from each other, like they were two heads of the same monster. They always laughed at him or made ugly faces at him if he accidently made eye contact. It was almost worse than Ozzie’s sneak attacks.

But it all only happened on the playground.

Inside the school building, Ozzie and Crystal and Desda seemed kept at bay by the presence of teachers, the pressures of tests and essays, the principal’s office three classrooms away. They didn’t even acknowledge him. Desda had handed out worksheets in science class yesterday and hadn’t so much as crinkled her nose when she’d placed a worksheet on his desk. But on the playground, they were predators. The difference between a python in a pet store and a python in the wild.

Griffin spat wood chips out of his mouth and looked for Laila. He didn’t see her.

“Griffin’s eating mulch!” somebody yelled.

“He likes the taste,” said Crystal, giggling out of both heads.

“Get up, Griffin,” hissed Ozzie. “Can’t let the teachers see you down there. They’ll think I pushed you.” He extended a hand. “You know I’m just playing around with you. That’s what you do on a playground, right? Play around?”

Griffin ignored Ozzie’s hand and stood up slowly, favoring his knee. That’s when he saw Laila, burning across the playground from the kickball field, a fiery comet of rage, scorching the grass, the mulch, charring playground equipment as she passed. She pulled up fast in front of Ozzie, sudden and hot enough to make him flinch, even though she was almost a head shorter. “Did you push him?” she asked, the words evenly spaced to give Ozzie time to think carefully about his answer.

“I was just helping him up.” He glanced at Crystal and Desda, hoping for backup. He got giggles. “He fell.”

“I’m always falling,” said Griffin, staring at his shoes.

Laila was Griffin’s best friend, except best friends was a terrible way to describe them. Griffin and Laila had been born only three days apart, March 31 for Laila, April 3 for Griffin. They had lived next door to each other their whole lives, the thin width of two side lawns separating their bedroom windows. Neither had any brothers or sisters. They were friends and siblings and neighbors, all in one.

They knew things about each other that nobody else in the history of the world knew. Like only Griffin knew about the time Laila had cut her leg open jumping the fence at the public pool when they had tried to sneak in after hours, gaining an ugly scar on her thigh that she always had to hide from her parents. And only Laila knew that Griffin had peed his pants when a group of teenagers jumped from behind a tree wearing pillowcases on their heads while they were trick-or-treating last year.

“If I ever see you touch him . . . ,” she started but didn’t need to finish. Whether it was the fire in her eyes or the fact that she looked poised to headbutt him, Ozzie took a step back from Laila.

“I’ve got an idea,” he said, turning to Griffin, who was finding it easier to stand both because his knee felt better and because Laila was beside him. “Let’s make a deal, Griffin.” Ozzie raised his hand like he was about to pat him on the back but stopped short with a small wave when he saw Laila glaring at him. “I won’t push you from behind for the rest of fifth grade if you go down the new slide.”

Griffin blinked quickly at Ozzie. Heard the giggles of Desda and Crystal. It wasn’t just him. Everybody felt weird about that slide. Griffin had stared at it all day. He’d been staring at it when Ozzie had shoved him. Nobody had used it yet. Not any grade. Not any recess. Nobody was even going near it right now. The Black Slide was scary.

“I don’t want to,” said Griffin.

“Come on, I dare you,” said Ozzie.

“Dares are for dummies,” said Laila.

“It’s just a slide,” said Ozzie.

“It looks like a big cannon aimed at the sky,” said Crystal. Griffin liked that image more than a tarantula leg.

“I haven’t seen anybody use it all recess,” said Desda.

“Nobody used the slide that was there before,” said Laila. “Not in fifth grade, at least.”

The playground was a tricky place for fifth graders, even those who didn’t have to put up with the likes of Ozzie and Crystal and Desda. They didn’t want to act like the younger grades, squealing on playground equipment made for babies, so they found other stuff to do on the playground, like kickball or tetherball or dodgeball. Or hanging out by the school wall. Sitting in the swings without swinging. Lying on the merry-go-round without spinning. Hanging out inside the skeletal hemisphere of the geodome like it was a clubhouse.

The small group stared at the Black Slide. Griffin could see by the way Laila squinted at the slide that she also felt it. There was something wrong about that slide. Something dangerous. But the thought of Laila being nervous about it, the same Laila who had just quit her kickball game to blaze across the playground to stand up for him, changed his mind. It was his turn to be brave. That, and it really was a good deal from Ozzie. Laila couldn’t always protect Griffin.

“You can’t shove me the rest of the year?” asked Griffin. Ozzie nodded, holding both his hands out and wiggling his fingers to show that he wasn’t crossing them behind his back.

“I’ll do it,” said Griffin.

“Griffin,” said Laila, lowering her head and looking at him through her eyelashes. “Dares . . . are . . . for . . . dummies.”

Griffin gave her a weak smile and walked slowly toward the Black Slide. Past the merry-go-round. Past the seesaws. Past the monkey bars and the trio of spring riders shaped like horses. The Black Slide never seemed to change. It didn’t get bigger the closer he got. It was always bigger.

Take away the bullying, take away that he was supposed to be too old for it and, deep down, Griffin liked the playground equipment. He liked a good swing, the kind where you pump your legs so hard it feels like the swing is going to wind around the crossbar, and then you jump out of the slingshot seat to defy gravity for a single beautiful moment before dropping to the ground hard enough to make your teeth clink. He liked a good spin, too, holding on to the handles of the merry-go-round until he was dizzy and the force felt like it would shoot him across the playground. He liked clambering all over the geodome like a gecko. He even liked the seesaws and monkey bars and spring riders. Of course, he wouldn’t be caught dead doing any of that in front of his classmates, and had to focus on avoiding Ozzie and Crystal and Desda. But he still liked it. Besides, he was bad at anything with ball on the end of the word. He had to bunt in kickball, was the first one hit in dodgeball, always got rope burns on his arms in tetherball.

But there was something bad about the Black Slide, and the closer he got to it the more his steps slowed, like he was wading through ankle-deep sand.

Soon the Black Slide towered above him, a dull black mountain that blotted the sky, the metal rivets like so many eyes staring at him. Somehow, Griffin was able to free his foot from the sand and place it on the shiny chrome of the ladder. He took a deep breath and started climbing. It took only a few seconds to ascend, which made sense—it was a playground slide. But somehow he’d thought it would take much longer. That his arms and legs would be aching by the end of the climb. That he would be afraid of falling off the ladder. That it would make him dizzy. But, no, a few rungs beneath him and he was quickly looking into the hungry maw of the Black Slide.

He peered into its throat but couldn’t see the bottom. Just blackness. The shell of the slide was too dense to let any light inside. But it wasn’t that long, and it didn’t twist. He should have been able to see a circle of soft red mulch at the end, mulch that tasted like bitter spices, he knew from experience.

Griffin thought about Crystal’s comment, that it looked like a cannon pointed at the sky. He imagined jumping into the top of the slide only to be shot into the air to land with a thud and a crack of broken bones a thousand yards away.

He looked over the top of the slide, the rounded black surface like the back of an orca. He saw Laila and everyone else below him. They seemed far away. They shouldn’t seem that far away. The slide could only have been about—well, he wasn’t good at estimating feet or yards—but they should only be seconds away, as the body slides. But he felt like he was on the high dive above a pool. His sweaty hands slipped on the chrome handholds.

He could see everything from up here. Every piece of playground equipment. The flat roof of the school. All the teachers’ cars in the parking lot. He felt close to the blue sky, like he could reach up and scoop a handful of it and fashion it into a wet blue ball. He heard the shouts and yells and screams of his classmates as if from a great distance, like the sound had to travel through thinner atmosphere to get to him. For a second, he heard those shouts of joy turn to screams of terror. Like he had been misinterpreting that sound his entire life. The playground changed for a second. Became ugly. The way his dad looked like a monster for a moment when he got mad. The world disappeared, the kids disappeared, and the playground equipment looked old and rusty and abandoned. But with one blink, it was back to being a well-maintained playground full of kids.

And then silence, the whoops and squeals of joy ripped from throats and stomped underfoot. Griffin realized that, just like he could see everything and everybody, everybody could see him. Every kid on the playground was looking at him, like he was on the roof of the school building instead of at the top of a slide. The tetherball wound itself around its pole with nobody touching it. A kickball rolled lonely into the grass with nobody chasing it. The chains on the swings were almost solid bars, for all they moved from the kids sitting in their rubber slings.

He certainly couldn’t give up now. Chickening out in front of every fifth grader in the school would have been worse than putting up with surprise shoves from Ozzie for the rest of the year. And almost worse than disappointing Laila. Although maybe he’d already done that by accepting Ozzie’s dare. Maybe she wanted him to come down. He couldn’t read her face from there. He should be able to read her face from there.

He sat down and stuck his legs in the slide, a torpedo in a submarine tube, and gripped the top arc of the slide in his hands. The slide felt strange to touch. Made his hands tingle like blood was rushing into them after falling asleep.

He could do this. He could slide down the Black Slide. Even with the darkness chewing at his sneakers, he could do it.

He knew slides. They weren’t fast. They were purposefully made to go slow. One hand or the skin of your leg would be enough friction to stop you. Sometimes you’d let go on a slide and not move at all. Or only move a little. Then you had to awkwardly shimmy your way down like it wasn’t even a slide. He could do this.

He let go of the top of the slide. He let go into the darkness.
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Chapter 3

Soft Child

Griffin regretted letting go as soon as his fingers uncurled. It was like something grabbed him by the ankles and yanked him down the slide. He rolled onto his stomach, desperately tried to grab the bottom lip, but his fingers merely grazed the edge, another tingle shooting through them, and now he was sliding backward down the incline. The Black Slide gulped, and he was gone.

It was fast. Wind screamed in his ears, and he could feel the cold tickle of his hair blowing away from his scalp. His palms burned against the slide as he tried to slow his descent, but it felt like he was skinning them worse than his fall in the mulch had done. At that speed, he should have landed at the bottom before he even felt those sensations, before he was able to form any of those thoughts. The cold, loud wind. His bleeding palms. But he was still in the slide. Still plummeting down the chute.

The Black Slide was not this long. Not this long by a lot. And yet he kept sliding, kept plummeting.

And then he stopped sliding. And that was worse.

It was like the slide had shot him off the edge of a cliff. One second his stomach and legs and hands were pressed against the interior of the slide, his body a straight line, the darkness and the pressing walls claustrophobic, the friction almost shredding his clothes and wearing at his skin, and the next he was spinning through void. His body flipped sideways and tumbled like he was rolling down a hill. His arms and legs splayed but didn’t so much as graze the walls of the slide. The Black Slide wasn’t that wide—this shouldn’t have been possible. He was in empty darkness, the wind still shrieking, the cold still aching. He screamed and recognized the sudden familiar sensation of nightmare. Of scenes not connecting. Of going from one terrible thing to another terrible thing. Of situations not making any sense.

He had to wake up. That was all. He squeezed his eyes open and shut in the darkness over and over again. Sometimes that worked when he was having a nightmare. Screamed as loud as he could. Sometimes that worked. He twisted his body back and forth, searching for the sensation of blankets and mattress. Sometimes that worked.

But none of it worked.

Griffin did not wake up.

He kept falling.

Through emptiness. Through blackness. Part of him was waiting to smash into the ground, like he had been pushed over a real cliff. Another part of him believed he was falling in the other direction, upward, being ejected out of the planet like maybe he really had been shot from a cannon. Or maybe he was floating, twisting uselessly in the air. It was all darkness and loud wind and awful cold to him.

It wouldn’t end. It wouldn’t end. Why wasn’t it ending?

After a lifetime inside that darkness, where he grew up and grew old and had thoughts he would never forget for the rest of his life, it did eventually end. He felt a solid shock in his body, like he’d hit the thin part of a funnel and found himself back inside the terrifying tube of the Black Slide. Except he wasn’t sliding. He was rattling. Bouncing between the walls. Tumbling head over heels, and then sideways, like he was in a cement mixer that wanted to make triply sure he was evenly mixed before it poured him out. The walls felt like hard, cold rock, and every bump hurt, especially when it was his knee that he had already banged up or his head, which he tried to protect by wrapping his arms around it. The pain was almost welcome after the nothingness of the void. But it was the confusion and the terror and the unending darkness and the claustrophobia of it that was far worse than the bumps and bruises. Until it wasn’t worse. Until one bump caused a sharp jab of pain in his arm that penetrated all the way inside him and up and down his body. His skeleton was ossified agony, and his hand went limp and dropped from protecting his head as he screamed and screamed and screamed, in pain and in panic through the suffocating blackness until he shot out the bottom of the tube, landing flat on his back, holding his arm and whimpering.

He opened his eyes, but stabbing light forced them shut again. He squinted them into narrow slits but saw nothing but sky. The wrong sky. It had been blue and empty when he’d entered the Black Slide, but now it was a roiling gray, with bulbous sections of clouds flashing with internal lightning. He closed his eyes and turned his head to vomit on the ground.

He kept his eyes closed while his stomach threatened to heave again and the pain in his arm almost overpowered his body. As he lay there, he heard a strange sound, like metal scraping, creaky and slow. It grew louder as it drew closer. And he heard footsteps crunching the playground mulch. When it stopped, he felt the coolness of a shadow over him and heard words he didn’t expect. “Soft child . . .” But it wasn’t quite a voice. The words weren’t carried on breath. It sounded like rocks grinding together and the tines of a metal fork dragged across a ceramic plate, the two sounds creating the high and low tones of a windless, lungless voice.

And then that form changed. This one felt familiar. He recognized it as Laila even before he heard the beautiful breath of her voice. And she wasn’t saying soft child. She was saying his name, “Griffin, Griffin, Griffin! Are you okay?” The sky behind her head was so blue and bright it hurt his eyes all over again, and he could feel the bottom of the slide exhaling a cold breath.
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Chapter 4

The Swing Set Was a Gallows

Griffin had seen his future. He had gazed beneath his skin and his blood and his meat. Saw the glowing white scaffolding of his bones. All that would be left of him one day. They didn’t look like his bones. Bones don’t look like anybody’s bones. But he knew they were his because that’s what the doctor said as he held up the crystal ball X-ray. The doctor showed him and his mom the black hair of a line angled across the long, parallel white bones of his forearm that matched up with the pain he was feeling in it. That black slash—mid-shaft nondisplaced fractures of the radius and ulna, the doctor called it—was what the Black Slide had done to him.

He must have hit his head and blacked out in the Black Slide. Dreamed all the terror and void. Nightmared it. But he remembered it so vividly, could still feel the cold and wind and bruise when he closed his eyes. Dreams always felt like somebody else’s memories, and they dissolved quickly in real life. His Black Slide experience stuck to him like his most traumatic memories of his dad. Griffin didn’t tell his mom about what he had felt in the Black Slide. Or the doctor. He’d want to scan Griffin’s head for a concussion. To see if he’d rattled his brain too hard inside his dice-cup skull. Griffin had had one of those scans before and hated the experience. Besides, his head felt fine. Physically, at least. The Black Slide still troubled his brain.

But the cast was worse than the fracture. It started at his thumb and ended past the bend of his elbow, freezing his arm in place so that he could only move it at the shoulder. He’d have to learn to use his left hand more. But that wasn’t the worst part. The doctor’s office had only two colors of cast left—yellow and purple. The doctor let him choose, but yellow or purple wasn’t a choice to Griffin. He liked greens and browns, the colors of lizards and snakes. Those were his colors. Earth tones, his mother called them. So he didn’t make a choice, and the doctor chose a bright yellow cast. His dad would definitely have made fun of him for that. Fortunately, his sling was black and that hid it well enough.

So: a painful break, an immobilized arm, a yellow cast, and to top it all off, he didn’t even get a single day off school for his injury.

Laila walked into his room with the brazenness of Laila, not even yelling up the stairs to make sure he was dressed first. They usually met out front to walk to the bus stop together, but Griffin was running late. Being one-armed slowed him down. Especially when it came to feeding his reptiles. Laila found him awkwardly slipping live crickets to his bearded dragon with his left hand. Fumbling freeze-dried mealworms to his geckos. Clumsily tossing tomatoes to the box turtle. It was also time to feed his garter snakes, but he decided to put that off. Laila didn’t like that he had to feed them baby mice. They were called pinkies because they were furless and looked like little pink gummy bears. And the garter snakes devoured them like they were little pink gummy bears.

Every pet in Griffin’s room was scaled and cold-blooded. His mom didn’t like his “creatures,” as she called them, but she still allowed him to have them. Maybe she thought it made up for his dad. Most kids would rather have a puppy or a parrot, but Griffin thought fur and feathers were gross. He liked the clean slickness of scales. When a dog sheds, its disgusting hair coats furniture and clothes, and it smells. When a snake sheds, you can frame it and hang it on the wall like a museum specimen or work of art. When Griffin got older, a bit longer in the forearm, he wanted to work in the reptile habitat of a zoo, and he wanted to care for something larger than garter snakes and box turtles. Like Galapagos tortoises that you could ride, and boa constrictors that could swallow a person whole, and especially with Komodo dragons. His favorite reptile. They looked like living dinosaurs. Meanwhile, in his personal reptile habitat, he was still working his
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