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“I tell you the truth, whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life and will not be condemned;he has crossed over from death to life.”

JOHN 5:24



Prologue

The noises, faint, fleeting, whispered into her consciousness like wraiths in the night. 

Twelve-year-old Erin Willit opened her eyes to darkness lit only by the green night-light near her closet door, and the faint glow of a streetlamp through her bedroom window. She felt her forehead wrinkle, the fingers of one hand curl, as she tried to discern what had awakened her.

Something was not right. 

An oak tree lifted gnarled branches between the street-lamp and her window, its leaves casting eerie spider-shadows across the far wall. When she was younger, Erin had asked that a small lamp on the desk by that wall be left on at night. Anything to dispel the jerking dance of those leaves. Lately she’d watched the dark tremble across the posters of pop stars on her wall with no fear at all.

But not tonight. On this night the shadows writhed and twitched.

Erin listened.

Vague sounds from her dad’s office on the other side of her wall took form. A drawer slid open. Contents rustled. 

Her heart tripped over itself, then scrambled for balance. There was nothing unusual about the sounds. Anyone working in the office could have made them. Someone paying bills, like she’d seen her dad do so many times, making no noise or movement until a pen was required or a piece of paper . . . until a drawer was opened to pull out a file. Erin knew how quiet her dad could be when he worked in his office. She was used to the creaks of his chair, the plunk of his briefcase on the desk.

The shadow-leaves on her wall skittered across the face of a male star, transforming his features into the thrust forehead and sunken cheeks of a half-human. Erin pulled her eyes away.

She raised her head from the pillow, listening more intensely. Her breath stalled midthroat, making a little click as her mouth sagged open. More noises. It couldn’t be her dad. He’d flown his plane just that afternoon to visit his sister in San Diego, who was sick. 

Maybe Mom was in the office. She had a second desk in there, which she used when she helped Dad. Erin glanced at her radio alarm clock. Nearly twelve-thirty. Mom never worked that late. Besides, the sounds were stealthy, secretive. Like someone sneaking around in a place they weren’t supposed to be.

Erin’s heart staccatoed once more, then ground into a steady, hard beat. Whoosh, whoosh, whoosh, echoed the blood in her head. All other sound ceased, drowned out in the adrenaline rush. Erin gripped the hem of her pajama top, straining to hear. She held her head off the pillow until her neck ached. Whoosh, whoosh, whoosh. She could hear nothing more.

She bit her lip, then laid her head down.

Erin inhaled deeply, willing her heart to settle.

She’d imagined the noises. Just like she’d imagined the ghosted death-dance on her wall. She forced her gaze to the trembling silhouettes, eyes boring into them until she could discern the pattern of individual leaves. See? Just shadows from an old tree.

A muffled thud emanated from the office. A drawer closing. Then a soft thump against hardwood floor.A footfall. 

Primal instinct reared its head. Erin wanted her mom—now. Her mother meant safety, security against all harm. Mom was sleeping upstairs in the master bedroom suite—so far away. But Erin had to go. She would turn on every light between here and there.

Trembling, Erin pushed back the covers and slid out of bed. Cool conditioned air slithered around her shoulders. She stood rock still. What if some predator in the next room had sensed her movement? She could almost visualize a massive beast’s shining nose sniffing the air, smelling her fear.

Oh, she was thinking crazy stuff now.

She edged forward. The dark leaf images tremored on her wall, warning her: Don’t go, don’t go! The undefined shadow of her own form hulked across her desk and wall, obliterating the oak silhouettes. Erin crept across her bedroom carpet on soundless feet. Reaching the door, she placed her palm against the cool metal knob.

Another sound from the office. A light bump.

Erin’s resolve crumbled. She couldn’t do this! She should lock her door, jump back in bed, and jerk the covers over her head. Dive deep, deep down in those warm folds.

But then what? Hide panic-stricken and vulnerable until Whoever It Was came for her?

No way! She had to get to her mother. As she opened the door, she’d see the gleam of light from the office. She’d just peek into the room, see her mother there, working late.  Maybe with a cup of tea resting on the coaster that never left her desk. “Sorry to wake you,” Mom would be saying seconds from now. “I couldn’t sleep and I had some paperwork to do.” 

Erin could almost hear the lilt of her mom’s voice. Could almost see her face, bathed in the glow of the desk lamp.Please, Mom . . . please be there. Erin held her breath and twisted the knob. She pulled the door open a crack and peeked through.

No lamplight spilled from the office. The darkened hallway was lit only by a night-light like the one in Erin’s bedroom.

Maybe the office door was closed. Sure, that was it. That was why the sounds had been so muffled. Erin eased her own door farther open, slipped her head out. A short hallway to the office angled off the main hall that ended at Erin’s bedroom. She couldn’t see the office entry without venturing farther from her room.

Don’t be so stupid! Go on out there. If she could just step out, she’d see the office light illuminating the bottom of the door. Heralding her mother’s presence on the other side.

A sudden glow spilled from the office and swept over the hallway, like the weakened edge of a flashlight’s beam. A shuffle and a small thud followed, another drawer opened and closed. Erin froze. Mom wouldn’t bump around in a darkened office with a flashlight. 

Hideous images from Erin’s childhood sprang into her head—from gruesome imaginings of a toddler’s boogeyman to visions of the murderous Freddy Kruger. The latter images were the most terrifying. Freddy was not a surreal monster. He was real, a man with a killing machine for a heart. Erin suffered nightmares for a week after the back-to-back hor-b ror movies illicitly watched at her friend’s house. The lamp on her desk was on that whole week, just like when she was little.

Her mom tut-tutted. “That’s why I don’t want you watching those movies.” 

Moms were right about some things.Mom. How could Erin get to her? If Erin ran down the hall, Freddy would hear her, maybe see her. He’d come after her. Freddy loved coming after his victims.

Erin hunched, half in and half out of her doorway, stilled by indecision. And fear. 

At the other end of the house, the entryway chandelier flicked on. Erin flinched, every nerve tingling. Freddy had to see the light! Had Mom come to investigate the noises? Surely she couldn’t have heard them from her bedroom. Maybe she’d come downstairs for a glass of ice water. Maybe sheer maternal instinct had pulled her from bed and toward her panicked daughter.

Down the hall, Erin’s mom glided into view, a pink summer robe tied about her waist. She stopped to turn on the hall light, rubbing one of her eyes. No fear on her face, no tension racking her limbs. Erin’s shoulders eased. If her mom wasn’t scared, then there was nothing to be frightened of. The mere sight of Mom’s calm features whisked Erin back to when she was three years old, huddling in her mother’s lap. 

“Hush, hush now, there’s no one there; you just saw a shadow.”

See? Nothing to be afraid of.

Reality rushed back, chilling Erin to the bone. This time she had seen something. She had heard noises. Noises that couldn’t be
 explained away by any amount of soothing.

Go back, Mom, go back! Erin wanted to shout. Freddy’s in the office! Run!

She opened her mouth, emitting only a gurgle. At that moment her mother saw her in the doorway.

“Erin, what are you—”

Her mother’s eyes shifted toward the office. Her expression pinched; then her features shifted into a frozen mask.

Help, God. She saw Freddy. Help!

“N–no!” Mom’s voice quavered. “Erin, get back!”

Instinct flooded Erin, pushing her toward her mother. No matter the distance separating them, no matter what lay between, her mom’s arms still meant safety. She flung her door wider, drawn forward by a force she couldn’t resist. Her mom threw out both hands. “No! No!”

Time leapt into a nightmare dance, whirling before Erin’s eyes. A dark figure—Freddy!—sprang from the office hallway. A man dressed in black shirt, black jeans. Not too tall but muscular, built like a truck. He lunged toward Erin’s mom and shoved her hard. She bounced off the wall, then lashed out, pummeling him with her fists. Move! The word screamed through Erin, telling her to creak her knees into action, help save her mom. . . .

But her muscles turned to stone.

The sights and sounds pounded Erin, wrapped squeezing fingers around her head. The man warded off her mom’s flailing arms with one hand and hit her in the face with the other. Mom reeled into the wall. She came back with a scream, kicking.

Erin stared as her mother became a creature she didn’t know, violent and keening. Arms and legs lashed out, intertwined, as man and woman struggled to the death. Then Erin’s mom sagged, unable to keep up her battle. The man wrapped gloved fingers around her throat and squeezed. Her hands flew to those fingers, clawing, clawing. Her eyes bugged, her mouth dropped open. Strangled sounds spilled from her bluing lips. The man flung her then, across the hall and into the kitchen, out of Erin’s sight. Erin heard a sickening crack, then the thud of her mom hitting the tile floor. 

Nauseating heat gushed through Erin’s veins. Her mouth opened to scream, but only a desperate whimper escaped. The man turned and, for the longest second she’d ever experienced, locked bright-blue eyes with hers.

It isn’t Freddy, it isn’t Freddy, it isn’t Freddy. 

That one distinct thought ran in her head. Even as Erin’s brain shut down, she knew she stood at the brink of death. The hallway dimmed and the world spun around her; black spots ate away at the perimeter of her vision. The spots grew and gobbled and crawled. Like cockroaches.

Erin’s mind slipped away, down a long dark tunnel, peering back at her granite and soon-to-die earthly form.

Run, run! Lock the door! But her brain’s final plea was too late. Far, far too late.

The man drew himself up, breathing hard. The sound was muffled. Erin slid farther into the tunnel. Still he stared at her. 

The cockroaches ate up the walls and ceiling and floor. Ate right to the man, then fed on his arms, his toes, his head. Erin’s knees gave way. 

As she fell, her elbow hit the door frame hard, sending shock waves up her arm. Cockroaches scurried and swarmed. Then covered her world in blackness.
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Chapter 1

Vic stands behind me with his arms around my waist, pulling me against him, his chin on the top of my head. I lean back into his solid body, my eyes closed, drinking in the sense of security and warmth. My nostrils fill with the woodsy scent of his cologne. How long it has been since that smell washed through me like a warm wave! I see no one else, the scene filled with the power of the two of us. Sheryl is blissfully absent—a blustering wind invading someone else’s marriage, ruining someone else’s life.

“The kids need us together,” Vic whispers, and I feel his breath wisp through my hair. “Let’s try again.”

The kids need him, yes. But can I forgive him after all he’s done to me, to us? I need him, too. I love him still.

And I hate him.

My mouth opens to answer . . .

A sudden howl swoops over us—a monstrous, black-winged bird, hurling blasts of air against our faces. I cringe, digging fingers into Vic’s arms. His skin shimmers . . . breaks apart . . . evaporates. I am left alone, helpless. The bird beats away to hang in the air. Its curved beak opens as it glares at me, its eyes cold and obsidian. I swivel away, hands shielding my head. The monster screeches, screeches . . . 

Wails ripped the night. My eyes flew open, mind hovering between dream and reality. The manic bird, the feel of Vic’s arms—so vivid one second ago—faded into oblivion. But the screeching remained. Slowly the sounds registered.

Sirens.

I turned my head to check the digital clock, a superstitious voice within whispering that the hour would make a difference. Sirens at noon could spell tragedy. Sirens after midnight . . . madness.

In my defense, I don’t think I was fully awake.

The numbers glowed red in the darkness. Twelve-fifty, past the bewitching hour.

The sirens grew closer, one falling as another rose, yowling like wounded beasts. The final lingering shrouds of my dream dropped away. I pushed up on my elbows, veins pulsing, senses alert.

They were coming up Barrister Court.

I hauled myself from bed, tapped the base of my touch-sensitive lamp twice. It flicked on to medium power. The sirens writhed in my ears like hissing snakes. Red and blue lights flashed through the sheers on my window, tainting them the colors of blood and water. Surely the bearers of these sirens had taken a wrong turn. My father’s house—I still couldn’t think of it as my own—lay at the left end of the cul-de-sac, bordered by forest. Where could the sirens be going?

I raked back the sheers. Two black-and-white Sheriff’s Department patrol cars and an ambulance careened to a halt outside the Willits’ house across the wide street. The Willits.

What could be happening at the Willits’? I shook my head to clear it. In the next instant I found myself jerking open a dresser drawer, pulling out jeans and a T-shirt. I threw them on with barely a thought, fingers trembling.

All sirens fell away. The ensuing silence was deafening. Car doors slammed, voices intermingled. For a moment I felt frozen, watching the scene. Then before I knew it, my feet were racing out of the bedroom and down the hall toward Kelly. At her door I tried to gather myself, force calmness into my expression, knowing that I failed miserably. I crossed the threshold of my twelve-year-old daughter’s room.

“Mom!” Kelly sat up in bed, clutching the covers, her voice pinched and trembling. “What’s going on?”

“I don’t know, honey.” I hurried to hug her. “They’ve stopped at Erin’s house. You stay—”

“Erin!” The name burst from Kelly’s mouth, and her eyes teared up. Erin was her new best friend—the girl who’d reached out to her when we moved to Grove Landing one month ago. Kelly sprang from her bed. “I have to go see—”

“No, Kelly.” I placed firm hands on her shoulders, speaking rapidly. “Stay here. We can’t get in the way. Just let me see what’s going on first.”

I heard bare feet ascending the massive curved wooden staircase that ended not far down the hall. My younger sister, Jenna, materialized in the doorway, clad in her cotton summer pajamas. A second later the thud of Stephen’s feet
 echoed in the great room, one floor below. The feet trotted across the hardwood floor before I could stop my son. The front door opened and banged shut.

I slipped past my sister, knowing I had to stop Stephen from getting in the way of the officials dealing with whatever nightmare had befallen the Willits. A fifteen-year-old with a mind of his own would hardly be welcome. “Jenna, will you stay with Kelly? I’m going to see what’s happening.”

“Yeah, sure. Go.”

I scurried down the stairs, fear for the Willits mingling with a selfish fear for myself. Traces of my dream snagged against my memory, like gauze over splintered wood. Vic making promises . . . then disappearing. For the millionth time I wished him back, despite all he’d done. I wasn’t made to be without him. To raise two kids alone. Always so many crises to handle, and goodness knows I wasn’t good at coping with any of them.

The soles of my feet smacked against the oak steps. How much faster I moved than the first time I’d descended that staircase, when I was sure I’d fall right through it. It was custom-made and ridiculously expensive, each polished step seeming to float with no backing, connected only by gnarled, thick logs on either side, and similarly sized handrails. By the time it reached the second floor, fourteen feet down, it turned one hundred eighty degrees. Certainly not the kind of stairs for small children. But perfect and fitting for my father’s executive mansion of a log home.

Hitting the bottom of the steps, I ran across the great room to the front door—a good thirty-five feet. At the entryway I stopped to slide into the open-back shoes I’d left there, then flung myself outside.

Barrister Court is the width of two normal streets, designed for use by both cars and the private planes owned by each of the twenty-four homeowners of Grove Landing sky park. Across the street and down, I caught sight of the Willits’ next-door neighbors, Al and Sandy Edinberger, emerging from their house. Other figures ran up the road, but I couldn’t make out who they were. Radios crackled from the patrol cars. The flashing lights pulsed against trees, the road, the frightened faces of the Edinbergers as they cut across their yard toward the scene. A new siren wailed up the street, another patrol car carving out a parking place behind the ambulance. A deputy sheriff sprang from the car practically before the engine died. He headed for a rubbernecking Stephen, a few feet from the Willits’ front yard.

“Back, please!” He held up both hands.

“Stephen,” I called as I trotted down the front walk,“come here!” My voice sounded weak. Stephen ignored me. No surprise there.

Al Edinberger met me in the middle of the street. “What happened?”

I shook my head.

The memory hit then, clear and cold as ice water in my face. Erin at our house that afternoon, hanging out with Kelly: 

“My dad’s gonna fly the plane to San Diego around two. 

Wanna come with me to say goodbye to him?”

Dave Willit was gone. Erin and her mom were alone in their house.

I brought a hand to my mouth, thoughts swirling as I surveyed the scene. Sweet Erin. And Lisa, so kind, so accepting of me and my motley crew. She had a manner about her that drew me in—an openness, a sense of embracing life as if each moment held new wonder. Lisa had brought over cookies as we were still unpacking, Dave and Erin trailing behind. She oohed and aahed over the house, noting with a pixie expression that she’d wanted for so long to take a peek inside once it was completed. Yet her words seemed void of the implication that my father had been less than neighborly to not invite her over, and she wouldn’t hear of my apologies on his behalf. 

The medical team and two sheriff’s deputies had disappeared into the Willits’ wood-shingle house. The paramedics carried a gurney. A tense silence fell over our street, punctuated only by the disembodied voices from the radios and nervous whispers among gathering neighbors. Had I slipped into some Outer Limits episode, where characters wait in a time warp for gruesome news?

I shifted from foot to foot. Stephen huffed. Shadowy figures moved across the windows of the Willits’ lighted kitchen. None of them looked like they could belong to Lisa or Erin. More cars drove up, more figures of authority raked a look at the house, then strode up its steps. Three men in plain clothes, two dressed in jeans, as if they’d been pulled from bed. And a woman with short, curly, graying hair who looked to be in her fifties, in civilian slacks and shirt but sporting a vest with “Chaplain” on the back. A badge hung from a cord around her neck.

The deputy sheriff securing the area told us to retreat to our side of the street, out of the way of the responding vehicles.

“What’s going on?” Al Edinberger demanded.

“We’re not sure yet, sir. We have to finish checking things out.”

Al shook his head and muttered under his breath.

Stephen and I exchanged a grim glance. 

I rubbed my arms. The July day had been hot, hot, but nighttime brought a chill to the air. The ebony sky, pocked with stars, hung low and threatening, a witch’s face thrust toward earth to observe human tragedy with sneering delight. I fidgeted, tapping knuckles against my chin. Kelly and Jenna appeared at my side, dressed but without shoes. Kelly was crying. I put an arm around her shoulder and drew her close. As each minute ticked by, I knew with more certainty that something terrible had happened.

Think good thoughts, think good thoughts.

The night’s events held an irony I couldn’t deny. I’d moved from the San Francisco Bay Area to Grove Landing, northeast of Redding, California, to get away from the traffic, the crime, sirens in the night. Yet in all my years there, never had something like this happened on the very street where I lived.

Someone inside the Willits’ house opened the door. I stared up into the entryway, trying in vain to perceive what lay beyond. Kelly dug her fingers into my arm, rising on her toes, neck craned. In the froth of light just inside the door, two paramedics appeared, carrying the gurney. As they crossed the porch, I frowned, willing my eyes to discern who lay upon it. I caught sight of white-blond hair, too light to be Lisa’s. “It’s Erin.” The whispered words felt dry upon my tongue. The chaplain woman followed the gurney through the door. She took a few catch-up steps and drew near its side, taking Erin’s hand. The group faced a long flight of stairs. Like many of the other homes in Grove Landing, the Willits’ main level rose above a large garage with ceiling high enough to hangar an airplane.

“Erin!” Kelly cried. But her friend was unable to hear. Before I could stop her,Kelly broke away, bounding across the street toward the Willits’ lawn. She hit the grass and nearly tripped, swaying into the deputy sheriff. He caught her, soothing, “Hey, hey, it’s all right. You’ve got to stay back now.”

“She’s my friend, she’s my friend,” Kelly protested, struggling. I ran to her side, pulling her away, apologies spilling from my mouth even as my eyes remained locked on Erin’s pitiful figure being brought down the stairs.

“Keep her back, all right?” The deputy sheriff meant business.

“I’m sorry, I know she shouldn’t—”

“Erin!” Kelly’s cry tumbled through the night.

The rear paramedic stepped off the final stair onto the front walk.

“Almost there now, we’re almost there,” the chaplain told Erin. My jaw hung askew as I watched them make their way toward the ambulance. When they were no more than a car’s length away, Erin turned her head to focus empty eyes upon Kelly.

“Erin, are you okay? What happened?”

Erin blinked, then let go of the woman’s hand, her arms lifting toward Kelly like weakened magnets. Kelly rushed past the deputy sheriff and he let her go. I could see the trembling in Erin’s limbs. Kelly reached for Erin’s hands, grasping them hard in her fright. Erin’s mouth creaked open but no sound came.

Think good thoughts, think
 good thoughts.

But my mind raced down terrifying paths, imagining, filling in the blanks. There were so many cars. Where was Lisa?

“Erin?” Kelly bent to hug her friend, then pulled back to study her.

Erin’s cloudy gaze traveled over Kelly’s face. I could almost feel the wrenching of the young girl’s mind. The answer finally came, words like parchment paper, thin and dry and wrinkled at the edges.

“My mom . . . my mom . . .”

Something about the sound of her own voice, perhaps the words yet unspoken, broke through Erin’s shock. Her mouth mushed into a wailing cry, her brows knitting. Her keen rose in the eerie night as her hands covered her eyes. Kelly leaned over to hug her again, the two girls’ sobs intertwining until I could not tell where one’s ended and the other’s began.

The chaplain rubbed Erin’s leg. She turned to me, her eyes full of empathy, then exchanged a glance with the deputy sheriff. He motioned for me to join them.

“I’m Gerri Carson,” the woman said, “with the sheriff’s chaplaincy program. You’re a friend of Erin’s family?”

“A neighbor.” I pointed toward our house across the street. “Annie Kingston. What happened?”

She looked again to the deputy sheriff, as if asking him to answer.

“Erin needs to go to the hospital and have a bump on her head examined,” he explained. “She’s probably okay, but she fell and blacked out for a moment. When she woke up, she called 911.”

I fought for understanding. “And Lisa?”

He took a deep breath. “An intruder got in the house. They struggled. She . . . didn’t make it.”

I stared at him, my mind going numb. “Lisa’s dead?”

“I’m so sorry,” Gerri said.

The words made no sense. This was simply not possible. Not here, not tonight, not someone I knew. “How can you be sure? I mean, maybe she’s not really . . . maybe she just . . .” 

Gerri’s hands gripped my own, steadying me.A moment passed before she answered. “I understand.”

I closed my eyes, tried to regulate my breathing.

“The detectives and paramedics did all they could for Mrs.Willit, Annie. But she could not be revived.”

I turned away, the news wriggling through my stomach like an eel. Bending over the gurney, I tried to hug both girls at once. Erin let go of Kelly and clung to me, as if my very motherhood could bring back what had been ripped away from her.

“Would you like to ride with me to the hospital?” Gerri’s voice remained calm. “You could be a comfort to Erin.”

I thought of the ambulance. Such a frightening journey for a young girl. “Can I ride with her instead?”

Gerri hesitated.

“There’s not much room in there,” the deputy sheriff put in. “But under the circumstances—”

“She can go,” one of the paramedics said, nodding. “We’ll make room.”

“Okay. Thanks.”With Erin holding my shirt, I could not straighten. I eased her hands away and laid them over her chest. She grew quiet again, then still, as if her mind had slipped away to some distant place.

Jenna trotted over as the paramedics loaded Erin into the ambulance. Somehow I managed to form the words to tell her what happened.

“I’m going with her. I, uh . . . I can’t think, Jenna.” 

“The kids,Annie.” Jenna remained calm, as she always did. Capable, unflappable Jenna—a world and a half apart from me. “I’ll take care of the kids.”

I nodded.

“Isn’t Erin’s father gone?” Jenna pressed. “She said something to Kelly about him going to San Diego?”

“Yeah. To visit his sister after she had surgery. Something like that.” I glanced at the ambulance. Erin was in place. I needed to follow. “I have to go.” But I couldn’t seem to move.

Jenna nudged me. “Go. I’ll talk to the neighbors. Somebody needs to get Dave Willit; he’ll be in no shape to fly himself home.”

“Not you! We need you to take care of the kids.”

“Okay, okay, not me. I’ll be here. You just go. I’ll . . . I’ll talk to somebody about Dave and then bring the kids to the hospital, okay? Kelly will want to see that Erin’s all right.”

“Yes, good.” My sister started to leave. A burst of clear thought fizzled in my brain, a single firework against muddied sky. “Jenna! See that lady?” I pointed at Gerri Carson’s back. “Talk to her about getting Dave home.”

I turned to climb into the ambulance, my legs shaky. The door slammed behind me.



Chapter 2

Somehow I managed to balance beside Erin’s gurney as we sped toward Redding. The ambulance siren rose and fell like the wail of a mourner,wrapping itself around my soul. Somewhere behind us trailed Gerri’s car. Jenna too would be following soon with Kelly and Stephen. The sounds and sensations meshed in my head like a metal net, weighting my ability to think. All I could do was hold Erin’s hand and whisper empty reassurances. In the space of an hour our rural sky park, cut out of the forest and gentle hills just south of Lake Shasta, had become a place of horror and fear. Lisa Willit was dead. Her killer had escaped into the night.

A killer who could have entered any one of our homes.

Why had he chosen the Willits’ place, way at the end of the road?

I knew that the sheriff’s detectives were already at work in the Willits’ house, laboring against the clock to gather evidence. With a decade of trial coverage as a courtroom artist, I had enough knowledge of crime scenes to picture all too vividly what would happen next. Not to mention my over- the- top imagination, which is known to flash full-color slides and movies of any subject upon the screen of my mind, like a projector in warp speed. This strange and ever vigilant quirk of mine is enough to drive me crazy. 

In the past year I was astonished to see something akin to it when I stumbled across a new forensic series on television. The grimly detailed “flash” scenes in the show were innovative to TV but nothing new to me. My mind had subjected me to that kind of abuse for years. In fact, as I viewed that television show, I was convinced the writers had peeled off the top of my skull and peered inside.

Now the scenes flashed hard and fast, full of details that my mind added of its own accord . . .

A close-up of a roll of yellow crime-scene tape; the hands of a deputy sheriff slowly unwinding it to cordon off the Willits’ property. There’s a cut on the deputy’s right index finger, the whitened outline of a wedding band now removed . . .

A plainclothes deputy in the Willits’ house, leaning to examine a vague smear on the kitchen wall . . .

The form of a killer, phantomlike, fleeing into swirls of gray, consuming fog . . . 

As if these pictures weren’t enough to clog my brain, my father’s features rose before me. For a burning second I felt almost glad he was dead. I’d loved him, feared him, revered him, disliked him. Finally I’d grown embarrassed of his cunning abilities in the courtroom, where he wooed juries as well as he’d wooed his mistresses over the years. The “ultimate defense attorney,” he’d been called. Trent Gerralon was known for getting criminals—like Lisa’s murderer—off free. 

Though he was dead, my father’s work lived on. If Lisa’s killer was caught and had the bucks, he could always turn to my father’s partner, Sid Haynes, who was still in the Bay Area. Sid had managed plenty of
 his own successes in the courtb room, including the much watched Edgar Sybee murder trial, which he’d taken over upon my father’s sudden death. Another acquittal, of course.

I hoped whoever had killed Lisa was penniless. Only the rich afforded attorneys like Gerralon and Haynes. The rich with blood on their hands.

Stop it, Annie. 

My father was my father. I should not malign the dead. Silently I apologized to his memory.

“I don’t want to go to the hospital.” Erin’s feeble voice chased away my thoughts. “I want to call Daddy; I need to call Daddy . . .”

A paramedic soothed her, his large hand dark against her hair. He looked so young, with a long, angular face, one eyebrow slightly higher than the other. “Don’t worry, somebody will talk to your dad. He’ll get here as soon as he can.”

“But I don’t want to go—”

“We’re just going to check you out, Erin. Make sure you’re okay. You hit your head pretty hard when you fell.”

“I’ll stay with you, Erin.” I stroked her forehead. “I promise not to leave you.”

I exchanged a glance with the paramedic. He shook his head.

Without warning my brain popped in another sequence of film and turned on the projector. Up flashed a gruesome image of the scene now occurring in the Willits’ house. A close-up of Lisa 

lying where she fell, all privacy stripped away in the presence of exploring, exacting strangers. Her eyes are open and fixed, lips parted, spittle down the side of her mouth. Her colorless face lights in the flash of an investigator’s camera. A few feet away a plainclothes detective squats to view injuries, pointing without touching to a contusion on her face . . .

I squeezed my eyes shut, forcing the scene from my head.

How I wished I knew a god worth praying to.

We reached the hospital. I jumped out of the ambulance and tried to keep out of the way. The emergency room reeked of the clean of antiseptic, the dirt of disappointment and shock. The angular-faced paramedic wheeled Erin toward a room, detailing her vital signs and injuries to the attending physician as I followed.

“I’m Doctor Strang.” The physician held out his hand to me. “You are . . .”

“A neighbor. Her dad’s out of town right now. She needed somebody.”

He nodded. “You can stay near her as we examine her, if you like.”

“Thank you.”

In the small examining room, the paramedic, doctor, and nurse transferred Erin to the bed, their movements smooth efficient. The paramedic gave me a wan smile as he left. “I hope she’s all right.”

Erin had fallen again into an eerie calm and lay staring at the ceiling. I stayed as close as possible while the doctor looked her over. He was probably in his forties. Thin lips, deep-set eyes. Small ears. My gaze fell to his hands, his scrubbed cuticles, as they gently probed and pushed.

“Let’s see how well you can bend and straighten this.” He coaxed Erin’s left arm to move. She winced. “That hurt?”

“Yeah.” Her voice sounded void, dead.

A sob rose in my chest. I turned away, forcing it back down, the dull beige wall of the room blurring. I could not bear to think of the pain Erin would face from losing a parent. My own children had lost their dad two years ago, and they’d been reeling from the emotional upheaval ever since. But they had not lost him to death. In those two devastating years, I often thought Vic’s death would have been easier.

How naïve I had been.

Gerri Carson slipped into the room. One look at my expression and she took me aside. “Your family’s going to be coming soon. They’ll be in the waiting area. If this gets to be too much, you should go out there with them. I’ll stay with Erin.”

“No, no.” I firmed my lips. “I don’t want to leave her yet.” 

“Okay.”

I took a couple of deep breaths as I studied the chaplain’s face. She wore no makeup, this being the middle of the night. But for some reason I guessed she wasn’t the type to wear it anytime. Her cheeks were plump like her body, her mouth wide, as if it had been stretched through smiling over the years. Something about this woman struck me. The way she stood, her face, her entire demeanor, spoke of calmness and peace. But it was not the peace of detachment, for her gray eyes were full of warmth and compassion.

“Did Jenna talk to you about Erin’s dad?” I asked.

“Yes.” Gerri flicked a glance over my shoulder. “The next-door neighbors—the Edinbergers, I believe?—they happened to have the contact information for Mr.Willit’s sister. Sounds like they’ve watched over the Willits’ house before, when the family’s been down to San Diego. The police in that area are being called. An officer will go to the sister’s house in person to tell Mr.Willit what happened. Meanwhile your neighbors are talking about who’ll fly down and bring him home.” 

“Good news about that elbow, Erin.” Dr. Strang’s voice brought us back to her bedside. “Looks like it’s only bruised.”He looked at me. “I want to do a CT scan of her head to check for concussion. But we’re waiting for contact with the father for approval.”

“Let me see how that’s going.” Gerri crossed to the doorway. “It shouldn’t be long; the detectives are aware you need to talk with him.” 

Long minutes passed. When Dr. Strang left the room, I stood by Erin’s side and stroked her forehead. The girl lay dry-eyed, staring upward. Finally Gerri returned. She nodded at me, then spoke to Erin.“We’ve talked to your dad, honey. The doctor wants to take a picture of your head, and your dad said that’s okay. It won’t hurt. I can stay with you if you like.”

No response. A single tear rolled down Erin’s temple. I wiped it away.

“You want to go see your family now?” Gerri half whispered to me. “They’re anxious to talk to you. I’ll stay with her.” 

For a moment I fought with my conflicting loyalties.“Okay. Thanks.” I squeezed Erin’s shoulder.“Honey, I’m going to tell Kelly how you’re doing. Then I’ll be right back, okay?”

With a final, tugging look at her, I left the room.



Chapter 3

The emergency area was quiet—an antithesis to the whirlwind I felt inside. With forced concentration I listened to the faint squeaking of my shoes against the tile floor as I headed toward the waiting room. On the way, I passed Dr. Strang talking to one of the detectives I’d seen at the Willits’. I caught the words question her and shivered. Erin was in no shape to be questioned anytime soon. 

In the waiting room Kelly was sitting next to Jenna on a worn couch, her head on her aunt’s shoulder. Stephen sprawled opposite them, his legs spread wide and one arm thrown across the back of the chair. He looked bored to tears. The fluorescent light cast a yellow-beige sheen on his scalp through the buzz cut of his hair, reminding me how much I hated his insistence on being nearly bald. Just because all his scurvy pals back in the Bay Area wanted to look like members of the Aryan Nation didn’t mean he had to follow suit.

“Mom!” Kelly rushed to me, her eyes red. “How is she?” 

“She’s okay, honey, she’s okay.” I told them what had happened.

“Those sheriff people were everywhere on our street when we left.” Stephen sniffed. “Killer’s probably hiding in the woods behind our house.”

“Shut up, Stephen!” Kelly pressed both hands over her ears and flung herself back on the couch.

“Thank you for
 your learned opinion.” Jenna shot a hard look at her nephew. “Just what we need right now.”

I surveyed my son, aware of the accusation behind his words. His dark, close-knit eyebrows were raised as he awaited my reaction, and he flexed his jaw to one side—a sure sign of his rebellion. I had seen Stephen do that a lot lately. Somehow I’d lost him in the last year. The pain from his father’s abandonment had seeped like muddied waters into his soul. He’d stopped talking to me, turned to less-than-desirable friends and, I feared, drugs. Then I’d forced the move from the Bay Area, away from those friends. He hadn’t forgiven me for that.

I ran a hand through my hair and turned to my sister. I had no energy to deal with my son’s testiness. “What happened with getting Dave back here?”

“We had to find somebody who hadn’t had a drink in the last eight hours. You know Wesley Darrel, lives off the taxiway?”

I shook my head.

“He said he goes to the same church as the Willits. He’s got a Beech Baron that’ll get him down to San Diego fast. He took Bryan Carney, a flight instructor who’s familiar with all kinds of planes. Dave will come back with Wesley, and Bryan will fly Dave’s plane back.”

“Mom, I want to see Erin!” Kelly scooted to the edge of the couch.

“In a little while, honey. I’m going with her in a minute while they do the CT scan.” I placed a palm on Kelly’s cheek, reveling in her warmth, her health. Then I slipped away.

Turning the corner outside the waiting room, I nearly ran into a detective. “Oh! Sorry.”

“My fault.” He towered over me. I stand five feet five, so most men seem tall. But this guy had to be at least six three. “I’m Detective Ralph Chetterling. You came in with Erin Willit, right?”

“Yes. Annie Kingston.” I looked up at him, that familiar feeling of defensiveness crawling up my spine. Even after his death,Trent Gerralon’s legacy lived on within me. Those who had taken the pledge to fight for the law, to wipe criminals from the streets, didn’t tend to respond too fondly when they heard my father’s name.

“You know her pretty well?”

“Only since we moved to Grove Landing. But she’s been over to our house a lot. She and my daughter became close friends pretty fast.”

Chetterling nodded. He stood with feet planted apart, toes out, one hand resting on his hip. His big face seemed cut from a block of stone. His eyes were dark brown and small, his mouth thin. Large nose. His countenance reeked with the authority of his badge.

“Are you here to question Erin?”

“Yes. Soon as she’s done with all her tests.”

“Um, could I just say . . . I don’t think she’s up to it.”

“I understand. But we have to do this as soon as possible. She’s our only witness. Our progress is going to depend on what she can add.”

“I know, but—”

“Ms. Kingston.” He softened his voice. “I know all this is a horrible shock to everyone involved. But in a homicide, the first seventy-two hours are crucial. Still, I can assure you we’ll do everything we can to take care of Erin. Gerri Carson, you met her?”

I nodded.

“She’s a great help to victims and very knowledgeable about what they need. She’ll be right with Erin the whole time.”

“I want to be there, too. I won’t get in the way, but I think Erin needs—”

“No problem. Anything it takes to make Erin more comfortable, we’re willing to do. Okay?”

I crossed my arms, suddenly cold. “Okay.”

The faint shush-shush of a rolling gurney sounded from down the hall. I turned to see an attendant wheeling Erin away for the CT scan. I hurried to catch up. Gerri came out of the examining room. “Are you going?” I laid a hand on the woman’s arm.

“If you’d like.”

“I wondered if you’d talk to my family. My daughter, Kelly? She could use some help.”

“Absolutely.” Gerri gave me a firm smile.

During the CT scan, Erin made not one sound. I shivered as I watched the girl’s brain, her life center, reduced to flat pictures on a computer screen. Medical technology could be so cold.

The doctor said all the pictures looked normal. 

“Physically she’s okay.” He watched Erin’s face across the room as he spoke with me. “I see no reason to keep her. I know the detective wants to question her as soon as possible. She’s able to walk. You want to take her back downstairs?” 

I bit back my opinions about Erin being interrogated. “Sure.” Crossing the room to where she lay, I placed a hand on her shoulder. “Honey, you’re all done at the hospital now. The doctor says you can go.”

The girl’s eyes fluttered closed. I waited, watching her face. The light eyelashes against her faintly freckled skin; the mouth that smiled so quickly, now weighted at the corners. 

“Erin?” I smoothed her forehead with my fingers. “Can you get up and walk now? I’ll take you down to see Kelly.”

Without a word Erin sat up, then swung her legs to the floor. She let me help her stand, then hesitated for a moment, feeling for her balance. Doctor Strang followed us out of the room.

“I want to talk to my dad.” Erin clung to my hand.

“Okay, honey, okay.”

“I’ll be calling him.” Dr. Strang punched the down button at the elevator. “He’s waiting to hear results of the scan.” 

Back at the registration desk, the doctor picked up an extra phone. Kelly was waiting in the hall and ran to meet her friend the moment Erin appeared. The girls hugged one another, Kelly’s brown hair crushing against Erin’s blond head. Chetterling hung nearby, talking in low tones with Gerri. Glancing at him, I felt a wave of frustration. Yes, he had a job to do, but couldn’t it wait until morning?

“Mr.Willit?” the doctor said into the phone. “Dr. Strang here.”

The words brought Erin’s head up. She pulled away from Kelly and surged toward the phone, snatching it from the doctor’s hands. “Daddy!” She sagged over the counter, the phone pressed to her ear, and burst into sobs. Gerri slipped to her side, patting her on the back.

Kelly began to cry. Stephen and Jenna popped out of the waiting room.

Detective Chetterling walked over, his face creased in sympathy. Quietly he told Jenna and me that he would now be questioning Erin.

There was no point in arguing.

The next five minutes blurred into colors and snippets of sound, like a movie tape forced through the reel. Gerri assured me they wouldn’t push Erin any more than she could handle. Erin sobbed into the phone. Jenna talked to the detective about taking Erin home after the questioning. Chetterling spoke to Dave on the phone, obtaining permission to talk with his daughter. Details followed—who would go where and do what. I would ride with Erin in Gerri’s car to the Sheriff Department’s North Substation, where Erin would be questioned. Jenna would take Stephen and Kelly home.

“Lock all the doors, turn on the alarm!” I demanded. It would be the first time we’d used the alarm. Like too many homeowners, we’d planned to use it only if we left the house overnight. Apparently, the Willits had made the same horrible mistake. “And all of you, sleep in one room!”

“I’m not sleeping in anyone’s room but my own,” Stephen declared.

I whirled on my son. “Stephen, I’m not hearing it, you understand?”

Minutes later I was helping Erin to Gerri’s
 car, trying not to think that my family was returning to a neighborhood disturbed by the sounds of investigating detectives, their slamming car doors and crackling radios.

A neighborhood that was no longer safe.
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