Chapter 1


I remember only fragments of the day my life was turned upside down and shaken into chaos with little more ceremony than a child flipping a snow globe.  I can recall only a portion of the drive north; the landscape was a wash of dark green and dreary gray.  The air even changed as we made our way closer to our destination.  The smoggy city sky hung stagnant behind us as our lungs began to clear with each gulp we took of the salt-laden air wafting over the craggy shore.  The thought, however, of spending an entire month on a sparsely populated island off the coast of Ireland made my stomach churn.  What would we do?  What could we possibly talk about?


Both of my parents were college professors at Wexford University in Pennsylvania.  Mom was a quantum physicist and Dad taught theology.  Our nightly dinner conversations revolved around the origins of life and whether or not there was a God.  I remained neutral, trying not to think about a subject that seemed too distant from my teenage world.  But every summer, they called a truce so we could “reconnect” as a family.  

For my parents, the school year was always a flurry of essays to be graded and lectures to be given.  For me, it was nine months of forced independence.  I was actually fine with it most of the time.  What teenager didn’t wish their mother and father would take more of a hands-off approach to parenting?  I usually spent my abundance of unsupervised time reading, listening to music, or playing soccer, soccer being my absolute favorite distraction.

It was the summer’s forced togetherness that killed me.  Like three months of unrelenting family time could make-up for nine months of living like a shipwreck survivor on a desert island.  I mean you can’t have it both ways.  Either you parent year round or you don’t at all.


“Arella, dear heart,” Mom interrupted my wallowing, “I hope ya brought enough reading material for our stay.  Aunt Fi’s old cottage is pretty remote, and both your father and I have decided ta take the opportunity ta work on our books.”  Her voice was lyrical.  She had tried to lose the Irish lilt of her youth, but to no avail.

Well, at least she was choosing to be consistent with her approach to parenting this summer.  “Don’t worry about me, Mom.”  I waved the volume of Irish fairytales I had picked up from the last bookstore we visited.  “I’m prepared for any opportunity of boredom you can throw at me.”  I opened to the table of contents and let my eyes skim along the titles.  Did I want to read about fairies, leprechauns, or magical lands with no escape?  With an uninterested sigh I slammed the book shut.  I turned to look out the window, watching the blur of scenery speeding by until I started to get dizzy.  I decided to close my eyes and take a nap.  I planned on sleeping a lot this summer.


“El,” Dad called to the backseat as he looked at me through the rearview mirror, “There’s quite a bit of history on Tory Island, don’t ya know.  There’s an old lighthouse, some ancient of ruins, and lots of legends.”  Dad’s Irish accent was thicker than Mom’s, but he never tried to hide it.  In fact, he enunciated each word with a slow deliberate brogue that drew attention to his foreign pedigree like a neon sign.  I knew it was because of the illness he had suffered as a boy.  

When Dad was in his teens, he had fallen sick with an unnamed illness that wracked his body with feverish convulsions for a week.  After five days, the doctors had washed their hands of him, advising my grandmother to begin making final arrangements.  But then on the seventh day, his fever broke and he began to recover.  He was weak for several months afterward.  Though his body finally regained its strength, his speech was left slurred.  He often told me stories of how he would pray each night on his knees, begging for his ability to speak clearly to be restored.  Then one day, it suddenly was…just like that.

“What do ya think, El?” my father persisted.  “Ya game for a bit of explorin’.”

I eyed the shoulders of his tweed jacket, trying to imagine him exploring anything outside the pages of a book.  “Sure, Dad.”  I rolled my eyes, hoping he caught my hint of aversion in the rearview mirror.  

Even the name of our island destination invited reproach--Tory Island.  I read somewhere that “Tory” was a term used for outlaws and bandits.  I wondered if that was how the island was first settled.  Had it been a holding place for outcasts and derelicts, society’s rejects?  Was it truly an island of Tories.

I began scanning a brochure I had picked up at the bookstore entitled What to do on Tory.  Yeah really, what?  I frowned at the ruddy-faced islanders smiling up from the glossy pages of the pamphlet, looking so content in their life of remote solitude.  Visit Balor’s Fort.  Attempt to make your dreams come true at the Wishing Stone.  Crimony!  I tossed the brochure onto the seat next to me.  This year was looking to be worse than most.  At least last year there was a beach.  

I laid down on the seat, concentrating on the feel of the tires’ vibrations as they rolled over the N56 toward the port of Letterkenny where we would catch the ferry.  I let my black hair fall over my face, a practice that drove my mother to madness, a habit I would intentionally never break.  The straight, limp strands hid my billions of freckles as well as my disinterest, allowing me to withdraw without really leaving, a silent means of protest against all things disagreeable.

The hum of the engine and the motion of the car quickly lulled me to sleep. I can’t remember anything else about the drive except its end.  Out of total nothingness, came the high-pitched squeal of rubber desperately grabbing pavement.  I was violently jolted from my dreamless slumber as I felt my body suddenly flying off the seat.  I heard another loud screech as my equilibrium was tossed in the air like a die, and then I felt myself tumbling end over end.  Hysterical screams pierced the air inside the car; some were probably my own.  Everything was dark as I felt my entire universe flip over and over.  The sound of glass breaking and metal twisting spread panic through me, but I couldn’t stop my body from rolling and bouncing.  Everything was devoid of light and as I was thrown through the darkness my mind focused on one insanely ridiculous thought…Where was my book?

When my body stopped tumbling, everything was silent.  Eerily silent.  No crying.  No screaming.  No moaning.  No more breaking glass.  I wasn’t even sure I was breathing until a pitiful whimper escaped from somewhere deep inside of me, “Mom?  Dad?”  The sound of my own voice scared me.  I started to cry.  That was when I felt the throbbing in my head.  It felt like someone put a vice around my skull and was slowly winding it tighter and tighter.  Within seconds, the pressure was unbearable.


That was when I realized that my feet were above my head.  I was wedged inside the car upside down.  I felt around for the door’s handle.  Instead, I found an opening where I guessed one of the windows had been.  My hands groped the edges of the hole.  Something sharp poked my palms and a stinging pain shot through my fingers and up my arms.  My hands turned wet and slippery.  My breath caught in my throat as I realized I was bleeding.  I forced my body through the gap in the wreckage and rolled onto the ground. 


The throbbing in my head subsided, and I stared into the darkness.  I half wondered if I was blind.  Everything was black.  I couldn’t see a shadow, the outline of our car…nothing.  I tried to sit up, but I couldn’t feel the ground.  I couldn’t feel my arms or legs.  I just felt numb.  No, not even numb.  Detached.


I felt like crying again, but I couldn’t.  Was I dead?  I suddenly began searching through my consciousness for a memory of what had happened.  I didn’t understand where I was.  Panic shot through me.  I felt the desperate need to escape.


That was when the first shadow appeared.  It was just a pinpoint at first, a dark gray mass in the abyss surrounding me.  But it grew larger and began to pulsate.  I felt an inexplicable wave of terror pass through me.  This thing was headed toward me, and it made my mind race with dread.  I had no idea what the shadow was, but I was scared of it.


The shadow triggered a memory of my parents at the dinner table.  “When ya die, Deirdra,” I heard my father say, “all of your past comes back ta ya, and ya must answer for the good or evil ya’ve done.”

“Ya’re wrong, Thomas,” my mother had corrected.  “When ya die, the energy of your consciousness leaves your body.  There is no judgment, just death.”


I had scoffed at their theorizing.  But as I lay staring at the growing shadow approaching me, I anxiously began to speculate on who was right.  
The feeling in my limbs suddenly returned and every one of my muscles began to shake with fear.  It was then that I remembered tomorrow was my birthday.  I would have been seventeen.

