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place she most fears: the Underworld.
THE MYTH OF PERSEPHONE . . . DARKLY
REIMAGINED.

Through every city shall he hunt her down,
Until he shall have driven her back to Hell,
There from whence envy first did let her loose.
DANTE ALIGHIERI, Inferno, Canto I

A

nything can happen in the blink of an eye. Anything at all.
One.
Two.
Three.
Blink.
A girl is laughing with her friends.
Suddenly, a crater splits apart the earth. Through it bursts a
man in an ink black chariot forged in the deepest pits of hell,
drawn by stallions with hooves of steel and eyes of flame.
Before anyone can shout a warning, before the girl can turn
and run, those thundering hooves are upon her.
The girl isn’t laughing anymore. Instead, she’s screaming.
It’s too late. The man has leaned out of his ink black chariot to
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seize her by the waist and pull her back down into that crater
with him.
Life as she once knew it will never be the same.
You don’t have to worry about that girl, though. She’s just a
character from a book. Her name was Persephone, and her being
kidnapped by Hades, the god of the dead, and taken to live with
him in the Underworld was how the Greeks explained the changing of the seasons. It’s what’s known as an origin myth.
What happened to me? That’s no myth.
A few days ago, if you’d told me some story about a girl who
had to go live with a guy in his underground palace for six months
out of the year, I’d just have laughed. You think that girl has
problems? I’ll tell you who has problems: me. Way bigger ones
than Persephone.
Especially now, after what happened the other night in the
cemetery. What really happened, I mean.
The police think they know, of course. So does everyone at
school. Everyone on the whole island, it seems, has a theory.
That’s the difference between them and me. They all have
theories.
I know.
So who cares what happened to Persephone? Compared to
what happened to me, that’s nothing.
Persephone was lucky, actually. Because her mom showed up
to bail her out.
No one’s coming to rescue me.
So take my advice: whatever you do?
Don’t blink.
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As in the autumn-time the leaves fall off,
First one and then another, till the branch
Unto the earth surrenders all its spoils.
DANTE ALIGHIERI, Inferno, Canto III

O

nce, I died.
No one is really sure how long I was gone. I was flatline
for over an hour.
But I was also hypothermic. Which is why — once they
warmed me up — the defibrillators, along with a massive dose of
epinephrine, brought me back.
That’s what the doctors say, anyway. I have a different opinion
about why I’m still among the living.
But it’s one I’ve learned not to share with people.
Did you see a light?
That’s the first thing everyone wants to know when they find
out I died and came back. It’s the first thing my seventeen-yearold cousin Alex asked me tonight at Mom’s party.
“Did you see a light?”
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No sooner were the words out of Alex’s mouth than his dad,
my uncle Chris, slapped him on the back of the head.
“Ow,” Alex said, reaching up to rub his scalp. “What’s wrong
with asking if she saw a light?”
“It’s rude,” Uncle Chris said tersely. “You don’t ask people who
died that.”
I took a drink from the soda I was holding. Mom hadn’t
asked if I wanted a huge Welcome to Isla Huesos, Pierce party.
But what was I going to say? She was so excited about it. She’d
apparently invited everyone she knew back in the old days, including her entire family, none of whom had ever moved — except
Mom and her younger brother, Chris — from the two-mile-byfour-mile island off the coast of South Florida on which they’d
been born.
Except that Uncle Chris hadn’t exactly left Isla Huesos to go to
college, get married, and have a kid, the way Mom had.
“But the accident was almost two years ago,” Alex said. “She
can’t still be sensitive about it.” He looked at me. “Pierce,” he said,
his voice sarcastic, “are you still sensitive about the fact that you
died and then came back to life nearly two years ago?”
I tried to smile. “I’m fine with it,” I lied.
“Told you,” Alex said to his dad. To me, he said, “So did you
or did you not see a light?”
I took a deep breath and quoted something I’d read on the
Internet. “Virtually all NDEs will tell you that when they died,
they saw something, often some kind of light.”
“What’s an NDE?” Uncle Chris asked, scratching his head
beneath his Isla Huesos Bait and Tackle baseball cap.
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“Someone who’s had a near-death experience,” I explained. I
wished I could scratch beneath the white sundress Mom had
bought me to wear for the evening. It was too tight in the chest.
But I didn’t think that would be polite, even if Uncle Chris and
Alex were family.
“Oh,” Uncle Chris said. “NDE. I get it.”
NDEs, I’d read, could suffer from profound personality
changes and difficulties readjusting to life after . . . well, death.
Pentecostal preachers who’d come back from the dead had ended
up joining biker clubs. Leather-clad bikers had gotten up and gone
straight to the nearest church to be born again.
I thought I’d done pretty well for myself, all things
considered.
Although when I’d glanced through the files my old school had
sent over after it was suggested that my parents find an “alternative
educational solution” for me — which was their polite way of saying I’d been expelled after “the incident” last spring — I saw that
the Westport Academy for Girls may not necessarily have agreed:
Pierce has a tendency to disengage. Sometimes she just drifts off.
And when she does choose to pay attention, she tends to hyperfocus,
but not generally on the point of the lesson. Wechsler and TOVA testing suggested.
But that particular report had been written during the semester directly following the accident — more than a year before
“the incident” — when I’d had a few more important things to
worry about than homework. Those jerks even kicked me out
of the school play — Snow White — in which I’d been cast as
the lead.
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How had my drama teacher put it? Oh, yeah: I seemed to be
identifying a little too much with poor, undead Snow White.
I don’t see how I could have helped it at the time, really.
Because in addition to having died, I’d also been born as rich
as a princess, thanks to Dad — he’s CEO of one of the world’s
largest providers of products and ser vices to the oil, gas, and
military industries (everyone’s heard of his company. It’s been
in the news a lot, especially lately) — and I also happened to have
been born looking like one, thanks to Mom. I inherited her delicate bone structure, thick dark hair, and wide dark eyes. . . .
I also, unfortunately, inherited Mom’s princess-tender heart.
It’s what ended up killing me.
“So was it at the end of a tunnel?” Alex wanted to know. “The
light? That’s what you always hear people say.”
“Your cousin didn’t go into the light,” his father said, looking
worried beneath his baseball cap. “If she had, she wouldn’t be
here. Quit pestering her.”
“It’s okay,” I said, smiling at Uncle Chris. “I don’t mind
answering his questions.” I did, actually. But hanging around in
the backyard with Uncle Chris and Alex was better than being
inside with a bunch of people I didn’t know. Turning to Alex, I
said, “Some people do say they saw a light at the end of a tunnel. None of them knows exactly what it was, but they all have
theories.”
“Like what?” Alex asked.
Thunder rumbled off in the distance. It wasn’t loud. The
people inside the house probably couldn’t hear it, what with all
the laughter and the splashing of the waterfall over in the pool
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and the music Mom had playing on the indoor/outdoor stereo
speakers, not so cleverly designed to look like rocks.
But I heard it. It had followed a burst of lightning . . . not heat
lightning, either, even though it was as hot at eight o’clock at
night in early September in South Florida as it ever got back in
Connecticut in July at high noon. There was a storm out to sea,
and it was heading in our direction.
“I don’t know,” I said. I thought of some more things I’d read.
“Some of them think the light is the pathway to a different spiritual dimension, one accessible only to the dead.”
Alex grinned. “Cool,” he said. “The Pearly Gates.”
“Could be,” I said, shrugging. “But scientists say the light is
actually a hallucination produced by the brain’s neurotransmitters
firing all at once as they die.”
Uncle Chris’s eyes looked sad.
“I like Alex’s explanation better,” he said. “About the Pearly
Gates.”
I hadn’t meant to make Uncle Chris feel bad.
“No one really knows for sure what happens to us when we
die,” I said quickly.
“Except you,” he pointed out.
I felt more uncomfortable than ever in my too-tight white
dress. Because what I saw when I died wasn’t a light.
It wasn’t anything close.
I didn’t like lying to Uncle Chris. I knew I shouldn’t have been
talking about any of this. Especially since Mom had wanted
everything to be so perfect tonight . . . not just tonight, but from
now on. I really didn’t want to disappoint her. She’d gone all out,
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buying the million-dollar house and flying in the famous friend
from New York to decorate it. She enlisted the aid of an environmentally conscious landscaper who planted the backyard with
native growth, like ylang-ylang trees and night-blooming jasmine,
so the air always smelled a little bit like a magazine ad for one of
those celebrity perfumes.
She’d even bought me a “beach cruiser” bicycle complete
with a basket and bell — because I still didn’t have my driver’s
license — painted my bedroom a soothing lavender, and enrolled
me in the same high school she’d gone to, twenty years earlier.
“You’re going to love it here, Pierce,” she kept saying. “You’ll
see. We’re going to make a new start. Everything’s going to be
great. I just know it.”
I had good reason to believe everything wasn’t going to be great.
But I kept it to myself. Mom was just so happy. For the party,
she even hired professional caterers to cook and serve the shrimp
cocktail, conch fritters, and chicken skewers. She’d released a flotilla of citronella candles in the pool to keep away the mosquitoes,
then turned on the waterfall and thrown open every French door
in the house.
“There’s such a nice breeze,” she kept saying, choosing to ignore
the giant black storm clouds filling the night sky. . . .
Kind of like the way she was choosing to ignore the fact that
she’d moved back to Isla Huesos to further her research on her
beloved roseate spoonbills — which look like pink flamingos,
except that their beaks are pancaked like spoons — right after
the worst environmental disaster in American history had killed
off most of them.
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Oh, and that her bright, animal-loving daughter had died and
come back not quite . . . normal. And because of that, her marriage to Dad had gone down the tubes. Their divorce proceedings
started while I was still in the hospital, in fact, when Mom kicked
Dad out of the house for “letting me” drown. Dad went to go live
in the penthouse apartment he keeps near his company’s office
building in Manhattan, never imagining that, a year and a half
later, he’d still be calling it home.
“It’s much better to forgive and forget, Pierce,” Dad says every
time we speak. “Then you can move on. Your mother needs to
learn that.”
But really, the term “forgive and forget” doesn’t make sense to
me. Forgiving does allow us to stop dwelling on an issue, which
isn’t always healthy (just look at my parents).
But if we forget, we don’t learn from our mistakes.
And that can be deadly. Who knows this better than me?
So forgive? Sure, Dad.
But forget?
Even if I wanted to, I can’t.
Because there’s someone who won’t let me.
I don’t blame Mom for wanting to come back to the island where
she was born and raised, even if it is ungodly hot, often battered by
hurricanes, and may or may not have clouds of mystery chemicals
billowing around it, in the same way I picture the evil that tumbled
from the box poor Pandora opened and then let loose on humanity.
But if anyone had mentioned to me before I moved
here that the name of the place meant Island of Bones in
English — and why the Spanish explorers who’d found it
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had named it that — I probably would never have agreed to
go along with Mom’s “we’re going to make a new start in Isla
Huesos” plan.
Especially since it’s hard to make a new start in a place where
you met the very person who keeps popping up to ruin your life
over and over again.
Only I could hardly mention that to my mother, either. The
fact that I’d ever even been to Isla Huesos once before was supposed to be this big secret (not a bad secret. Just a secret between
us girls, Mom always said).
That’s because Dad can’t stand Mom’s family, which he feels
(not without some justification) is filled with convicts and kooks,
not exactly proper role models for his only child. Mom had made
me promise never to tell him about the day trip we took to her
father’s funeral when I was seven.
So I’d promised. What did I know? I’d never told . . .
. . . especially the part about what happened after the funeral,
in the cemetery. The truth was, I never really thought I had to tell
anyone, since Grandma knew all about it.
And grandmas never let anything bad happen. Not to their
only granddaughters.
So I didn’t even know anyone at Mom’s party except Mom and
Alex and Grandma, all of whom had sat in the same row with me
at Grandpa’s funeral. That had been a decade earlier, back when
Mom’s brother was still in jail.
Uncle Chris wasn’t adjusting very well to life on the “outside.”
He didn’t seem to know quite what to do, for instance, whenever
one of the caterers walked over to refill his champagne flute.
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Instead of just saying, “No, thank you,” Uncle Chris would cry,
“Mountain Dew!” and jerk his glass out of the way, so the champagne would pour all over the pool patio instead.
“I don’t drink,” Uncle Chris would say sheepishly. “I’m sticking
to Mountain Dew.”
“I’m so sorry, sir,” the caterer would reply, looking with dismay
at the growing puddle of Veuve Clicquot at our feet.
I decided I liked Uncle Chris, even if Dad had warned me that
he would embark on a dark reign of terror and revenge immediately upon his release from prison.
But all I’d ever seen him do since I’d gotten to Isla Huesos —
where he now lived with Grandma, who’d been raising Alex in
his absence because Alex’s mom had run off when he was just a
baby, after Uncle Chris was sent away to prison — was sit on the
couch and obsessively watch the Weather Channel, sipping
Mountain Dew.
But Alex’s dad did kind of scare me in one way: He had the
saddest eyes of anyone I had ever seen.
Except maybe one other person.
But I was trying hard not to think about him. Just like I tried
never to think about when I died.
Some people, however, were making both those things
extremely difficult.
“Not everyone who dies and comes back,” I said carefully to
Uncle Chris, “has the exact same experience —”
It was right as I was saying this that Grandma came teetering
down the steps of the back porch on her little high heels. Unlike
Uncle Chris and Alex, she’d made an effort to dress up, and had
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on a filmy beige dress and one of her own hand-knitted silk
scarves.
“There you are, Pierce,” she said, in a voice that made it sound
like she was annoyed. “What are you doing out here? All these
people are waiting inside to meet you. Come on, I want you to say
hello to Father Michaels —”
“Oh, hey,” Alex said, brightening. “I wonder if he knows.”
“Knows what?” Grandma asked, looking bewildered.
“What the light was that Pierce saw when she died,” Alex said.
“I think it was the Pearly Gates. But Pierce says scientists say
it’s . . . what do they say it is again, Pierce?”
I swallowed. “A hallucination,” I said. “Scientists say they’ve
gotten the same results in test subjects who weren’t dying, by
using drugs and electrodes to their brains. Some of them saw a
light, too.”
“That’s what you’re standing out here doing?” Grandma asked,
looking shocked. “Committing blasphemy?”
After I died and came back, my grades took a downward
plunge. That’s when my guidance counselor at the Westport
Academy for Girls, Mrs. Keeler, recommended that my parents
find something outside of academics in which to get me interested. Children who fail to do well in school can often still be
successful in life, Mrs. Keeler assured my parents, if they discover
something else in which to “engage.”
Eventually, I did find an interest outside of academics in which
to “engage.” One that ended up getting me kicked out of the
Westport Academy for Girls and landed me here on Isla Huesos,
which some people call paradise.
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I’m pretty sure the people who call Isla Huesos paradise never
met my grandma.
“No,” Alex said with a laugh. “Blasphemy would be saying the
light is coming from between the legs of their new mom as they’re
being born into their next life. Of course, if you were Hindu, that
wouldn’t be blasphemy at all.”
Grandma looked like she’d just bitten into a lemon.
“Well, Alexander Cabrero,” she said sharply. “You are not
Hindu. And you may also want to remember that I’m the one
making the payments on that junk heap you call a car. If you’d
like me to keep on doing so, you might want to think about being
a little more respectful.”
“Sorry, ma’am,” Alex murmured, looking down at the champagne puddle on the ground while, beside him, his father did the
same, after quickly removing his baseball cap.
Grandma glanced over at me, seeming to force her expression
into something a little softer.
“Now, Pierce,” she said. “Why don’t you come inside and say
hello to Father Michaels? You won’t remember him, of course,
from Grandpa’s funeral, because you were too young, but he
remembers you and is so happy you’ll be joining our little parish.”
“You know what?” I said. “I’m not feeling so good.” I wasn’t
making it up either. The heat was starting to feel oppressive. I
wished I could undo a few of the buttons in the front of my tootight dress. “I think I need some air.”
“Then come inside,” Grandma said, looking bewildered again.
“Where it’s air-conditioned. Or it would be if your mother hadn’t
opened all the doors —”

13

95608_01_1-312_r6ss.indd 13

1/18/11 2:08:28 PM

“What did I do now, Mother?” Mom appeared on the back
porch and snagged a cocktail shrimp from the tray of a passing
caterer. “Oh, Pierce, there you are. I was wondering where you’d
disappeared to.” Then she saw my face and said, “Honey, are you
all right?”
“She says she needs some fresh air,” Grandma said, still looking
bewildered. “But she’s standing outside. What’s wrong with her?
Did she take her medication today? Are you sure Pierce is ready to
go back to school, Deb? You know how she is. Maybe she —”
“She’s fine, Mother,” Mom interrupted. To me, she said,
“Pierce —”
I lifted my head. Mom’s eyes seemed darker than usual in the
porch light. She looked pretty and fresh in her white jeans and
loose, silky top. She looked perfect. Everything was perfect.
Everything was going to be great.
“I’ve got to go,” I said, trying to keep down the panicky sob I
felt rising in my throat.
“Go, then, honey,” Mom said, leaning down from the porch to
press on my forehead with her hand as if she were feeling for a
fever. She smelled like she always did, of her perfume and something Mom-like. Her long dark hair swept my bare shoulder as
she kissed me. “It’s fine. Just don’t forget to turn on your bicycle
lights so people can see you.”
“What?” Grandma sounded incredulous. “You’re just letting
her go on a bike ride? But it’s the middle of the party. Her party.”
Mom ignored her.
“Don’t make any stops,” she said to me. “Stay on your bike.”
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I turned around without saying another word to Alex and
Uncle Chris, who were both staring at me in astonishment,
and headed straight for the side yard where my new bike was
parked. I didn’t look back.
“And, Pierce?” Mom called after me.
My shoulders tensed. What if what Grandma had said made
her change her mind?
But all she added was “Don’t be too long. A storm is coming.”
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He seemed as if against me he were coming
With head uplifted, and with ravenous hunger,
So that it seemed the air was afraid of him;
DANTE ALIGHIERI, Inferno, Canto I

H

e looked as shocked as I felt. “What are you doing here?”
His voice sounded like the thunder I could hear growing
closer every time lightning flashed above the tops of the palm
trees, where the towering gray storm clouds were crashing into
each other.
I tried to say something, but all that came out was air.
Well, that shouldn’t have been too surprising, even if a part of
me had known from the moment I’d heard Mom say the words
Isla Huesos that this moment was coming. I guess I’d even been
hoping to get it over with, in a weird way. Why else had my head
kept telling my feet to pedal towards the cemetery?
Not my head. My heart. That four-inch cardiac needle they
plunged into my chest? It may have gotten my heart started again.
But that doesn’t mean it’s not still broken.
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I tried again, after clearing my throat. I hoped he couldn’t
see how badly my knees were trembling beneath the skirt of
my dress.
“I . . . I’m sorry,” I said. “About the screaming. You startled me. I wasn’t . . . I didn’t . . . My mom and I just moved
here.” This last part came out in an incoherent rush. “To Isla
Huesos. She wants to make a new start here, because of . . . well,
you know.”
My voice trailed off. I didn’t like talking about what had
happened back in my old school in Westport.
And what was the point in telling him? He’d been there.
He just stared at me. I was pretty sure from his expression that
he wasn’t happy to see me. Of course, I’d just screamed in his
face. That kind of thing doesn’t tend to endear you to people.
Especially guys, I’d imagine.
“It’s not my fault,” I added. My heart was pounding so hard in
my chest, I could barely hear the wind anymore, stirring the palm
fronds overhead, or the crickets and cicadas between the crypts
that rose from the shadows around us. “She wants to save the
birds. What was I supposed to say?”
My voice sounded completely unlike my own. Well, no wonder. What girl would be able to speak normally with someone
who looked like him glaring down at her? He was so tall — six
foot four or five, nearly a foot taller than me — and his biceps
and shoulders so wide, he’d easily have made tight end on any
college football team in the country. . . . I’d suffered through
enough games during “quality time” with my dad to be able to
pick out the body type.
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Except there wasn’t a coach alive who’d actually take him, due
to his fairly obvious attitude problem. The black jeans, skintight
black T-shirt, black tactical boots, and knuckles crisscrossed with
scars — not just his knuckles, either — were dead giveaways he
wasn’t going to play nicely with anyone. Even his hair, falling
carelessly in thick, long brown waves around his face and his neck,
seemed to scream dark.
Except his eyes. As gray as the clouds overhead, they’d always
burned with a bright intensity I’d found difficult to forget . . .
and believe me, I’d tried.
Not anymore, though. Now they looked dull, blank as
twin bullet holes. You could almost say they were . . . well,
dead eyes.
I wondered what had happened to him to cause the change. I
certainly wasn’t to blame. I wasn’t that kind of girl.
His voice wasn’t dead. It was filled with sarcasm.
“I meant,” he said, “what are you doing here, now, tonight? In
the cemetery. After hours.”
I swallowed hard.
Of course. Of course he knew what I was doing on Isla Huesos.
He always seemed to know where I was and exactly what I was
doing. He’d probably seen my plane touch down. He’d probably
watched as I dragged my bags off the luggage carousel, and Mom
helped me wheel them to the car. I wondered if he’d been watching when we’d had to struggle so hard to lift them into the back
of her hybrid SUV because they were so heavy. Nice of him to
come over and offer us some help.
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I could practically feel the anger coming off his body in
waves.
I knew I’d hurt him once (in my defense, he’d hurt me first.
False imprisonment is a felony. I’d looked it up).
But given that he’d shown up twice since then to save my
life — or at least I suppose that’s what he thought he was doing —
I’d assumed he’d forgiven me.
Yet his eyes weren’t showing the slightest flicker of warmth, let
alone remorse, for what he’d tried to do to me. So I guess I’d been
wrong.
“Look,” I said, my voice a little gruff with some anger of my
own. He had no right to be so rude. Sure, he’d surprised me, so
I’d screamed.
But he’d known this whole time I’d been on the island and
he’d never once stopped by to say hello? Not that I wanted him
to, since every time he showed up, someone seemed to get hurt.
But still.
“I was just in the neighborhood, so I thought I’d come by to
make sure everything between us was, you know.” I realized I’d
really dug myself into a hole with this one. Why hadn’t I listened
to Mom and just stayed on my bike? “That there were no hard
feelings.”
He continued to stare at me. “No hard feelings,” he echoed.
“Right,” I said. This was going even more horribly than I could
have imagined. And clearly, I had a reputation for being able to
imagine quite a bit. “I’m over what you did to me. And I just
wanted to make sure that you understood that what I did to
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you . . . what happened when I . . . you know. Left. That it wasn’t
personal.”
“Oh, I understand,” he said. His tone was as cool as his gaze.
“You were extremely impersonal about it. You made your decision. Then you acted on it.” He shrugged and folded his arms.
“Without any regard to the consequences.”
Stung at his pointed reminder of my behavior that day — You
were extremely impersonal about it. You made your decision. Then
you acted on it — I felt tears well up.
Oh, God. Now I was going to cry in front of him? Mom wanted
everything to be perfect? Well, this was perfect.
“I was fifteen,” I said, trying not very effectively to get a grip
on myself. I had rehearsed this conversation so many times in my
head, I should have had it down cold by now. The problem, of
course, was that conversations with him in real life never went the
way they did in my head. “Who’s ready for that kind of commitment at fifteen?”
“Seventeen’s better for you?” he asked pointedly.
Horrified, I cried, “What? No!”
“Well,” he said, “for someone who keeps claiming she’s not
ready to die, you have an interesting way of showing it.”
I stared straight into those dead eyes. “What does that mean?”
“Only that most people who place any kind of value on their
lives don’t go wandering around in cemeteries after dark. But then
again, it is you we’re talking about.”
Isla Huesos Cemetery’s nineteen acres were completely without
security cameras or guards. The cemetery sexton went home
promptly at six o’clock, as he’d testily informed me one night after
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kicking me out (and scolding me for using “a place of public veneration as a thoroughfare”) while locking the cemetery gate.
So if he did decide to take me back with him to his world —
which I was fairly certain he had the power to do — unless there
was some drunk who was sleeping it off behind a tomb somewhere who’d heard me scream and gone to call 911, no one was
going to come to my rescue.
Good evening. Tonight marks the ten-year anniversary of the mysterious disappearance of seventeen-year-old Pierce Oliviera, who
vanished without a trace from the tiny Floridian island of Isla Huesos
while taking a seemingly innocent bike ride one hot September
night. . . .
“Are you threatening me?” I demanded, putting my hands on
my hips, trying to appear braver than I actually felt. Because what
I felt was utter terror.
I didn’t realize he’d been moving closer as he spoke — I’d forgotten he possessed the ability to step as lightly as a cat when he
chose to. This time, the dried-out poinciana blossoms hadn’t made
a sound beneath those steel-toed boots — until he was standing
six inches away from me.
The closer he came, the harder my heart began to hammer.
Not just because of what I was afraid he might be planning on
doing to me, but because I was noticing all those little things
about him that were so aggravatingly attractive. Up close, his
eyes were as light as mine were dark . . . only mine, I knew,
were a warm brown, with spots of amber and honey in them —
as he himself had once informed me, in a tenderer moment
between us.
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Which isn’t exactly a compliment if you think about it, since
both amber and honey are sticky, gooey substances that bugs get
trapped in.
His eyes were filled with the exact opposite — flecks of steel,
one of the hardest metals on earth.
A fact that was hard not to notice, with his face just inches
from mine.
“Threatening you?” he echoed, looking down. “With what?
What could I possibly do to you? You’re not dead. At least, not
anymore.”
I sucked in my breath, willing my pulse not to pound too
loudly, since suddenly it was obvious what was about to happen:
He was going to kiss me . . .
. . . or maybe, I realized, my heart giving a disappointed little
flop, not.
I’d mistaken the focus of his attention. It wasn’t my lips he’d
been staring at, but something farther south . . . the place where
my dress had gapped open, thanks to my having undone the buttons in the front. I’d have liked to think he was attracted to my
feminine form — and I had reason to believe that he was.
But tonight it was what lay inside that gap, dangling from
that gold chain I hadn’t removed since the day I died, that had
him so interested.
It was supposed to offer its wearer protection from evil. Or at
least that’s what he’d said when he gave it to me.
But it certainly hadn’t done me any good tonight — or any
other time, as far as I could tell.
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It wasn’t until I was standing there in front of him in the
cemetery, feeling his soft breath on my cheek, that I realized I’d
never even asked if it was all right for me to take it back with
me into this world. It hadn’t been stealing, exactly, since he’d
given it to me.
But I’m pretty sure it had been a gift that came with
conditions, and one of the conditions had been that I stay in his
world, and . . .
Well, that hadn’t happened.
Without any regard to the consequences, he’d said.
My stomach clenched as I quickly folded my arms to hide
both the stone and everything else going on beneath the front of
my dress.
“You still have it,” he breathed.
His voice didn’t sound like thunder anymore. It sounded
exactly the way it had the day we first met, when he’d been so
kind and reassuring.
“Of course I still have it,” I said, confused by his surprise.
What did he think, that the minute I’d gotten away from him,
I’d thrown it under a steamroller or something?
Then I bit my lip. I suppose he was justified in thinking I
might not have wanted to hang on to any reminders of the day
I died . . . or of him. I probably was a bit of a fool not to have
dropped it in the ocean, old-lady-from-Titanic style. Any other
girl would have. Actually, most girls probably would have sold it,
considering how much I’d been told it was worth.
What did it mean that I’d done neither?
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Nothing. Certainly not that I had any special feelings for him.
I really would have to be crazy for that to be true, considering
what he’d done to me. Oh, please don’t let him think that’s why I
kept it.
But then, why did the thought of giving it back make
me feel . . . well, a little queasy? All I should have been feeling
was relief.
Reluctantly, I reached up to pull on the chain. The round,
multifaceted diamond — now as gray as the clouds overhead, and
about the size of a large grape — fell out from its safe cocoon,
managing to find a way to gleam even on a night as stormy as this
one. The clouds had yet to overtake the moon.
When he saw what I was doing, it was like seeing someone
throw back the storm shutters on a house that had been closed up
for hurricane season. All the careful guardedness drained from his
expression. Even the life returned to those formerly dead eyes.
He was right to be surprised that I still had it: Who goes
around wearing a reminder of the day she died? I probably needed
to go back to all of those psychiatrists and tell them the whole
truth this time.
But what good would it do? It might help me. But it certainly
wouldn’t help them.
“Um,” I said hesitantly. Do it, my mother’s voice warned me
inside my head. Except even my mom didn’t know where the
necklace had come from. Telling her would only make her think
I was as crazy as everyone else did. “Do you . . . want it back?”
It nearly killed me to ask it. But the time had come, I told
myself. New start.
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All this time I’d been hiding it beneath my shirts, I’d been trying to protect others.
But if I were truthful with myself, I’d been trying to protect it,
too. Because I loved it to a ridiculous degree, and had from the
moment I’d first laid eyes on it, when he’d given it to me.
But I also didn’t want any consequences. Not for me. Not for
him. Not for anyone.
I pulled the chain over my head, not caring when it tangled in
my long hair. I was trying to do this as adroitly and sensitively as
possible. Because at the Westport Academy for Girls — which, true,
I’d been kicked out of, but so what? — they teach nothing if not
adroitness and sensitivity when dealing with others or with difficult issues. That’s why my dad had insisted on my going there from
kindergarten on up. He’d heard about the school from some of
his clients and hoped it would keep me from ending up like him.
So far, things weren’t looking promising.
Do it.
I thrust the necklace towards him, knot of hair and all.
“It’s all right,” I said, silently cursing myself for still having a shake in my voice. And my fingers. Could he see this, as
well as the tears in my eyes, in the moonlight? “You can have it
back. I know I should never have taken it. I’m sorry for any . . .
consequences this might have caused. But it all happened so fast.
Well, you know that. Anyway,” I added, with an attempt at some
humor to lighten the situation, “at least now you won’t have to
follow me around anymore.”
If I’d been looking for precisely the wrong thing to do and say,
I’d found it. In an instant, the shutters that had swung open when
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he saw I still had the necklace came slamming back down over his
face and his eyes.
Snatching the pendant out of my hand, he demanded,
“Following you? Is that what you call it?”
I blinked back at him, stunned by his reaction. So much for
adroitness and sensitivity. Also humor.
“I gave you this” — he shook the necklace in my face, his deep
voice lashing out at me like the rain I could smell already beating
the mangroves offshore — “because, as I thought I made clear, it
affords its wearer protection from evil . . . something which, I
might add, you seem to need more than most, since every time
I see you, you’re in some kind of mortal peril or another. But
since you obviously don’t want me — or it — in your life, here’s a
thought. Stop coming here. And don’t wear it.”
On the words don’t wear it, he turned and threw it — my beautiful necklace — as hard as he could. It went sailing through the
night sky to land somewhere in the vast darkness of Isla Huesos
Cemetery’s nineteen acres.
It shouldn’t have been like watching him throw my
heart away.
But it was.
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