
Grace Somerfield was the first to die. 

The first in my fourth grade class, at least. I’m sure that by then, thousands, maybe 

even hundreds of thousands, of kids had already up and gone the same way she had. People 

were slow to piece it all together—or, at least, they had figured out the right way to keep us 

in the dark long after kids started dying. 

When the deaths finally came to light, my elementary school put a strict ban on 

teachers and staff talking to us about what was then called Everhart’s Disease, after Michael 

Everhart, the first kid known to have died of it. Soon, someone somewhere decided to give it 

a proper name: Idiopathic Adolescent Acute Neurodegeneration—IAAN for short. And then 

it wasn’t just Michael’s disease. It was all of ours. 

All the adults I knew buried the knowledge beneath lying smiles and hugs. I was still 

stuck in my own world of sunshine, ponies, and my race car collection. Looking back, I 

couldn’t believe how naive I was, just how many clues I missed. Even big things like when 

my dad, a cop, started working longer hours and could barely stand to look at me when he 

finally did come home. My mom started me on a strict vitamin regimen and refused to let me 

be alone, even for a few minutes. 

On the other hand, my parents were both only children. I didn’t have any dead cousins 

to send up red flags, and my mom’s refusal to let my dad install a “soul-sucking vortex of 

trash and mindless entertainment”—that thing commonly known as a television—meant that 

no scary news broadcasts rocked my world. This, combined with the CIA-grade parental 

controls set up on our Internet access, pretty much ensured I’d be far more concerned with 

how my stuffed animals were arranged on my bed than the possibility of dying before my 

tenth birthday. 

I was also completely unprepared for what happened on the fifteenth of September. 

It had rained the night before, so my parents sent me to school wearing red galoshes. In 

class, we talked about dinosaurs and practiced cursive before Mrs. Port dismissed us for 

lunch with her usual look of relief. 

I remember every detail of lunch that day clearly, not because I was sitting across from 

Grace at the table, but because she was the first, and because it wasn’t supposed to happen. 

She wasn’t old like Grandpops had been. She didn’t have cancer like Mom’s friend Sara. No 

allergies, no cough, no head injury—nothing. When she died, it came completely out of the 

blue, and none of us understood what it meant until it was too late. 


