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How shall the burial rite be read?

The solemn song be sung?

The requiem for the loveliest dead,

That ever died so young?

—From “A Paean”

Edgar Allan Poe


PROLOGUE

Saturday, November 18, 2001

Dawn was just beginning to break when Jenna woke to the sound of Josh crying in his room. He was trying to be quiet, but the apartment was small, and Jenna had become a much lighter sleeper than usual lately. She got up quietly so she wouldn’t disturb David, but he turned over anyway and lifted his head.

“Whasmatter?” he said, facing her with closed eyes.

“Josh is crying,” she said, and David’s eyes opened.

She crossed the hall to the boys’ bedroom. Seven-year-old Miles was asleep in his bed. Josh sat leaning forward on the edge of his bed in his blue Bugs Bunny pajamas, head held in his small hands, blond hair spiky. It was an unnatural posture for a four-year-old boy— the posture of someone whose head throbbed.

Jenna went to Josh’s bed and sat beside him, put an arm around him. “Oh, baby, is your head hurting again?” she whispered.

He sniffled as he nodded once.

“Why didn’t you wake me, sweetheart?” It was not the first time she had awakened to find Josh up with a headache. He seemed to think it wasn’t important enough to wake her, and it broke Jenna’s heart.

David stepped into the room, tying the belt of his gray terry-cloth robe. “How’s my buddy?”

Josh did not look up.

Jenna whispered to David, “Could you get his pills from the medicine cabinet? He’s got another headache.” To Josh, she said, “Come on, get up on Mommy’s lap.” She reached for the glass of water on his bedstand as he got on her lap and leaned into the crook of her arm. David quickly returned with the orange bottle of pills, removed the cap, and shook one into Jenna’s palm. “Okay, honey, I want you to swallow a pill for me, okay?”

Josh slowly lifted his head and looked at her with puffy, barely open eyes. He opened his mouth and flattened his tongue, where she carefully placed the pill.

“A couple big swallows, now.” Jenna put the glass to his lips, tilted it back. For a moment, his gulps were the only sound in the room besides Miles’s gentle snoring. When he was done, she handed the glass to David, who put it back on the bedstand with the pill bottle. She put her arms around Josh and rocked him as she said, “Honey, you’ve got to wake me up as soon as your head starts to hurt, okay? I want you to, so I can give you your pill. The sooner you take it, the better it works. Okay?”

He said nothing, but she knew he was not asleep.

Jenna quietly hummed Brahms’s “Lullaby” as she stroked Josh’s back. After a couple minutes passed, she looked up at David, who stood silently beside her with his arms folded across his broad chest. “We’ve got to get a second opinion,” she whispered.

David spread his arms, then let them drop at his sides. “I know we do, but I don’t know how. We can’t afford the opinion we’re getting.”

“If I have to get on my hands and knees and beg another doctor to take a look at Josh, I will. I mean, how long do these damned pills have to not work before Dr. Peters admits they’re not working?”

“If we manage to get a new doctor, there’s no way we could afford to pay for all those tests again.”

“Even if we could afford it, I wouldn’t make him go through them again. The new doctor will just have to look at the results of the first tests. Those things scared the hell out of him, those big noisy machines.”

Jenna brushed a strand of her long blond hair from her face and put her cheek against the side of Josh’s head. He felt warm against her, limp in her arms.

Jenna and David had not been sleeping well. She was twenty-seven and David was twenty-eight, but constant worry and lack of sleep since Josh’s headaches began had added lines to their faces. The last three hours had made up the best sleep Jenna had gotten in as many nights. Her pale face was splotchy and puffy, her blue eyes half closed as she gently rocked Josh in her arms.

“Are you feeling any better, sweetheart?” she whispered.

After a moment, Josh said, “Uh-uh.” His voice was a moist croak. “Worse.”

Looking up at David again, Jenna said, “I don’t know why I even bother giving him those pills. I just don’t know … what else to do.” She felt like crying, but she was too tired.

Still rocking Josh, Jenna hummed the lullaby again. She glanced up at David and saw he had his arms folded over his chest again and shifted his weight from one foot to the other. His angular face looked sleepy and his thick, curly, chocolate-brown hair was wildly mussed on one side and flat on the other, but his muscles were tense and he was agitated. His sleepiness could not hide the concern in his eyes. Jenna wanted to hold him, too, but she kept both arms around Josh.

The boy startled her by sitting up suddenly and looking directly into her eyes. He frowned, but it was not an upset frown, or even a painful one. It was thoughtful, and a little frightened. She stopped rocking.

Josh said, “Mommy—”

It was the way he always said it when he had something important to tell her. Jenna recognized the tone immediately. But he did not continue.

“Yes, honey,” she said.

Clenching his eyes shut, Josh opened his mouth and screamed so loudly that Jenna’s ears rang. A dog barked outside. The scream stopped after what seemed a deafening eternity, and his body became stiff in her arms across her lap.

Jenna said, “Josh? Josh!”

David knelt in front of her and put an arm around Josh’s shoulders.

Miles sat up in bed, clutched the blankets in his fists, and looked over at his brother.

Josh’s body fell limp again. His head flopped backward and his eyes opened. The glow of dawn was coming through the window above his bed, and in the soft light, Jenna saw the pupil of Josh’s left eye suddenly dilate, but only the left.

She screamed, “He’s stopped breathing!”

“No!” David said, his hand on Josh’s chest. “He’s breathing, but it’s very weak. I’ll call an ambulance.” He rushed out of the room, and his bare feet thumped through the small apartment.

Sobbing, Jenna pulled him to her and began rocking him again. In her mind, all she could see was that single pupil dilating over and over. She did not know what it meant, but knew it could not be good.

Miles did not move, just sat in bed gripping the blankets in white-knuckled fists.

“C’mon, honey, c’mon, Josh,” Jenna said between sobs. “Hang on, Josh, hang on. Tell me what you were going to say. What were you going to tell Mommy, sweetheart? Huh? What was it? C’mon, tell Mommy, tell me what—”

A shudder passed through Josh’s small body and a gurgle rattled in his throat.

Jenna performed CPR on her son until the ambulance arrived and a paramedic took over, but Josh never recovered. He was pronounced dead at 7:48 A.M.

Hardly a day had passed since without Jenna Kellar wondering, at least once, what Josh had been about to say to her.


CHAPTER ONE

Wednesday, 7:52 A.M.

“Okay, sit down,” Jenna said. “Nobody leaves until you’ve had breakfast.”

The kitchen smelled of eggs, bacon, waffles, and coffee—it was their first real breakfast in the new house. For the first few days, before Jenna had been able to stock the kitchen, they’d been having cold cereal and Pop-Tarts. She finished setting the table in the breakfast nook, where her mother, Martha, had already settled in with a cup of coffee. The nook had a greenhouse window with a broad sill, where Martha had set her radio, which played George Gershwin’s “Rhapsody in Blue” on a tinny AM big-band station.

Jenna suspected the breakfast nook would become one of her favorite spots in the house. A built-in bench with blue vinyl-upholstered cushions on the seats and backs went around the table on three sides. The cushions needed re-upholstering, but it was cozy. The window looked out over the backyard and through the pines, Douglas firs, and redwoods to the ocean beyond. The view was obscured by gray morning fog.

“Smells good, Mom,” Miles said. “Morning, Grandma.”

“Hi, kiddo,” Martha said with a smile. She scooted over on the bench and patted the spot beside her. “Come sit next to Grandma.”

Miles sat down and poured a glass of orange juice for himself. He had his father’s wavy brown hair and square face. Jenna knew it was her imagination, but he seemed to get taller every day.

Jenna stood at the stove in a baggy red sweatshirt and blue sweatpants, with her long, honey-blond hair pulled back in a ponytail. She scooped scrambled eggs onto one half of a platter, the other half of which held-freshly cooked bacon. David came up behind her, put his hands on her shoulders, and kissed the back of her head.

“Morning, honey,” he said.

She put the platter down, turned around and smiled, kissed him on the mouth. “Good morning.”

He looked weary and preoccupied. She knew he was already worrying about a new day of job-hunting. So far he’d had no luck, but he had been unable to devote much time to it because they’d been so busy moving in. This would be his first full day of applying at garages in Eureka and the surrounding area.

“I’ve made a big breakfast,” she said.

“I’m not really hungry.”

She poured him a cup of coffee. “Come on, you’ve got to eat something before you start pounding the pavement. Sit.” She handed him the cup of coffee and the platter of eggs and bacon.

David took the platter and coffee to the table and seated himself. “Good morning, Grandma,” he said. David always called Martha Grandma. “Hey, Tiger,” he said to Miles. “Ready for your third day at school? Wait… this is Wednesday, isn’t it?”

“Yep,” Miles said. “I guess I’m ready for it.”

“Have you made any friends yet?”

“I met a guy named Todd Haney who says he’s got a big collection of Spider-Man comic books. He said I could come over and see ‘em.”

“Then you’ll have to do that.”

As Jenna brought a platter of waffles to the table, Miles looked up and said, “Could I, Mom?”

“Could you what?”

“Go over to Todd’s house after school and see his Spider-Man comics?”

“Well, I think it’d be a good idea if we met Todd first before you start going home with him after school.”

“Mom’s right,” David said. “Why don’t you bring him over here?”

“Hey,” Jenna said, “I’m not so sure I’m ready for extra kids around here yet.”

Miles said, “What if Todd’s mom wants to meet me before she lets him come over here?”

Jenna, David, and Martha laughed.

Miles smiled sheepishly, uncertain why they were so amused.

“You’re a smart kid,” David said.

Jenna poured herself a cup of coffee and took a seat at the table. As they began to fill their plates, she said, “We’ll do it someday soon, okay, Miles?”

“Okay,” he said.

“Today,” Jenna said, “I’d like to paint the kitchen cupboards with that paint we found in the garage last night.”

“If you wait for the weekend, I can do it,” David said.

“No, I don’t mind. In fact, I want to, I think it’ll be fun.”

They fell silent as they ate their breakfast. The music on the radio stopped for a news break.

“By the way, Mom,” Jenna said, “I heard your radio in the middle of the night last night. Do you think you could keep the volume a little lower? The music woke me up.”

“Music? I wasn’t listening to music last night,” Martha said. “I was listening to talk shows. But I turned it off a little after twelve, and it wasn’t loud enough for you to hear upstairs, I’m sure.” Martha had the downstairs bedroom. Since her stroke, she had trouble keeping her balance at times and occasionally had bouts of dizziness. They all thought it best that she not have to tackle the stairs.

Jenna frowned as she chewed a bite of bacon. “Well, I know I heard music. I got up and went to the bathroom, and by the time I came out, it had stopped.” She turned to Miles. “Were you listening to the radio last night?”

“Nope.”

“Maybe you dreamed it,” David said with a smirk.

Still frowning, Jenna said, “No. No, I definitely … well… I could’ve sworn I heard music. Maybe … I don’t know. Maybe I did dream it.” Her frown dissolved and they said no more as they ate their breakfast.

It was not a new house, by any means, but it was new to the Kellars. It was a rather boxy four-bedroom, two-bathroom house with a flat roof, fully furnished, that stood two stories tall on ten thickly wooded acres in northern California’s Humboldt County. It had a large square yard, and a two-car garage branched off from the house on the north side. It was a tired-looking gray with white trim, its paint peeling, the shingled roof in need of repair. The yard, surrounded by a tall, rusted Cyclone fence, was overrun with weeds. Shrubbery along the fence and around the house had gone wild, and ivy had crawled up the sides of the house like eager tendrils trying to pull it down into the ground.

Two clotheslines sagged between a couple of rusted metal poles in the backyard. An old rusted children’s swing set and slide stood nearby, both crawling with ivy. Inside, the house was equipped with central air and heat, but it would be a while before the Kellars could afford to use it. There was a fireplace in the living room and an enormous stack of chopped wood beneath an awning behind the garage.

The acreage was surrounded by a tall barbed-wire fence on three sides, with a cliff facing the ocean in back. The graveled driveway came off Starfish Drive through a long aluminum gate and went straight through the woods about half a mile to the house. A trail behind the house led to the cliff a couple hundred feet away, where a rickety wooden staircase zigzagged down the cliff face to the rocky, isolated beach below, known as Starfish Cove. The stairs were old and decayed and treacherous, and David had told Miles to stay away from them.

The house and yard needed work, but the Kellars did not mind. All the paperwork was out of the way and it was theirs, free and clear, left to Jenna by the father she never knew. Even with the yearly property taxes, it was a big improvement on the small apartment they had been renting about a hundred and sixty miles east of there in Redding.

After Josh died, everything had seemed to go sour for David and Jenna. David’s medical insurance at work had covered very little of the battery of tests Josh had gone through, and the bills had drained what little savings they had. A few months after Josh’s death, David, an auto mechanic, had lost his job when the owner of the garage where he worked had died and the place had closed, and he had been unable to find full-time work ever since.

Their little apartment had gotten smaller about eighteen months later when Martha had suffered a mild stroke and had come to live with them. Along with her monthly Social Security check and some savings, Martha had her retirement money from her many years working for Pacific Bell in Redding, and she was eager to help out as much as she could. She had aided them in paying off some, though not all, of the medical bills, and she helped with bills and groceries.

As old and run-down as the house was, it was a new start for the Kellars. It was just outside the city limits of Eureka, where David hoped to have better luck finding employment than he’d had in Redding. But most of all, it was a home of their very own. It belonged to them completely, warts and all.

Some time ago, someone had stripped all the paint from the wooden cupboards on both sides of the kitchen, then had neglected to repaint them. By eleven o’clock, the cupboards on the southern side of the kitchen were drying a soft creamy white, and Jenna, still in her sweats, was at work on the cupboards opposite them. The counter was covered with newspapers, and as she painted, she stood on a green folding stepladder.

Martha sat in the breakfast nook reading the Global Inquisitor while Glenn Miller’s “String of Pearls” played on her radio and tendrils of steam rose from a mug of green tea. Martha read all the tabloids every week, but the Inquisitor was her favorite.

The sky outside was dark with gunmetal-gray clouds. A strong wind had come up and whistled around the corners of the house. The rusty chains of the swings on the old set in the backyard screeched and rattled as they blew in the wind.

“A UFO landed in the middle of a park in Oslo, Norway,” Martha said, “and aliens came out and took a little boy off the monkey bars, hauled him into the flying saucer, and flew away.”

Jenna smiled and shook her head without turning away from her painting. “Mom, don’t you think if that really happened, it would be on the news?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe not.” Martha turned a page and adjusted her glasses. Her silver hair was short and curly. Her cane stood against the wall beside the breakfast nook’s bench. “They’re too busy with who’s screwin’ who in Hollywood and Washington. They’re not much different than the tabloids, you know.”

“Well, I won’t argue with that.”

“The Binghams cleared another house.”

“The who?”

“Arthur and Mavis Bingham, the occult investigators. Remember? I’ve told you about them before. They cleared another house possessed by demons. In Connecticut this time.”

Jenna dipped her brush in the can of paint on the counter. “Do they do yards? Maybe they could clear all the weeds and ivy outside.”

Martha laughed.

“How’s your bedroom coming along?” Jenna asked. “Have you got all your things unpacked and put away?”

“I’ve unpacked everything but my photo albums and jewelry. That’s a big room. Even with all my junk, it’s going to look half empty.”

“I promise to get those boxes out of there soon,” Jenna said. “But like you said, it’s a big room, and I needed someplace to put that stuff until I can unpack it.”

“No problem,” she said. She took a sip of her tea and turned another page.

After a set of commercials on the radio, Doris Day sang “Sentimental Journey.”

“I hope Miles is doing okay at school,” Jenna said.

“Oh, our Miles always does well at school. Hasn’t he always gotten good grades?”

“That’s not what I mean. Yes, he’s a great student, a lot better than I ever was.”

“You did well in school, Jenna.”

“But it was always such a struggle for me. I really had to work at it. It seems to come naturally for Miles. He’s very smart. No, I mean I hope he’s making friends. He’s so shy.”

“He said this morning he’d made a friend.”

“He said he’d met a boy—that’s not the same thing. He never complains about anything, he keeps everything inside.” Josh was the same way, she thought as she dipped the brush again.

Mommy—

“Last year,” Jenna said, “there was a boy at school who picked on him every day. Miles didn’t say a word about it. I only found out because one day after school he went to his bedroom as usual, and I took a snack to him, but his door was locked. He never locks his door. He didn’t want to open it at first, but I insisted, and when he let me in, I saw that he’d been crying.”

“Crying? Miles?”

“I almost had a heart attack when I saw the tears on his cheeks, because … well, I just…” Jenna said nothing for a moment. When she’d seen the tears on Miles’s cheeks, panic had exploded inside her, because ever since Josh had died, she’d been living with the palpitating fear that something might happen to her only remaining son. But she said none of that. “It took me a while, but I finally got it out of him. He told me about that bully, and it made me so angry. Miles didn’t want me to do anything about it, and I promised him I wouldn’t, but that was a little white lie, because I called his teacher and told her about it. Apparently, she intervened somehow. I asked him about it a week later and he said things were okay, that the boy was leaving him alone.” She sighed. “Children can be so cruel to each other.”

“Speaking of children,” Martha said, “there are about half a dozen of them in the backyard right now playing on the slide and swing set.”

Jenna stopped painting and looked over at the breakfast nook. Martha was leaning to her left, craning her neck to peer out the breakfast-nook window. “What?”

“A bunch of boys. There’s, let’s see—one, two, three … five of them.”

“It’s not even noon yet, they should be in school.”

“Well, they’re not.” Still looking out the window, Martha sipped her tea. “You know, you really should chase them off, Jenna. If one of them hurts himself in your yard, his parents are likely to sue you. Everybody’s suing everybody these days.”

The house was in such a remote location and so far off the main road, it seemed unlikely that a bunch of little boys would be playing in the yard. But Martha was obviously watching something.

Frowning, Jenna placed the brush across the top of the paint can and carefully climbed down off the stepladder. She walked over to the breakfast nook and slid onto the bench opposite Martha.

“Oh!” Martha said softly, her back suddenly stiff.

Jenna looked out the window. The backyard was empty. The two swings twisted and swayed in the wind. She looked across the table at her mother.

“There are no kids out there now, Mom.”

Martha’s eyes were wide behind her large, silver-framed glasses as her head turned slowly from the window to face Jenna. “They disappeared.”

Jenna looked out the window again. They hadn’t had time to climb over the Cyclone fence, which would have been difficult, so there was only one direction the boys could have gone. “Did they head for the front yard?”

“They disappeared into the ground.”

Jenna looked at her again, this time with a wrinkled brow, and a chill passed over her shoulders.

Martha’s eyes lowered to her cup of tea. She looked as if she were about to cry.

“Are … are you all right, Mom?”

She said nothing for a moment, did not even move.

Martha had become much more forgetful since the stroke. She lost her train of thought during conversations and forgot what she was saying. She did silly little things, like searching for her glasses while they were on her face, or remembering conversations or events that had never taken place. But this was the most drastic thing that had happened so far—that Jenna was aware of, anyway.

“Mom, have you taken all your pills today?”

Martha slowly raised her head to look at Jenna. “You think I made it up?”

“No, I didn’t say that.”

“Then you think I imagined it.”

“I didn’t say—”

“They were out there. One had a green knit cap on his head, and another wore a red plaid jacket and … and they just… disappeared into the ground.”

Jenna nodded and started to say that, yes, she believed her—but she knew her voice would give her away, that she would not sound convincing, because, of course, she did not believe her. So she said nothing. Instead, she scooted out from behind the table and went around to the other side, put an arm around Martha’s shoulders, and hugged her.

“You didn’t answer me,” Jenna said. “Have you taken all your pills?”

After a moment, Martha said, “What time is it?”

Jenna looked at the clock on the microwave oven. “Almost eleven-thirty.”

“Okay, I… I do need to take a couple pills. I’m glad you reminded me. I think I’ll do that now, and then … maybe I’ll lie down for a little while.”

“All right. I’ll fix lunch around one. How do soup and sandwiches sound?”

Martha nodded. “Good. That sounds good.”

Jenna stepped back and watched Martha get up and shuffle out of the kitchen with her cane. When she heard the bedroom door close down the hall from the kitchen, Jenna sat down in Martha’s place at the table for a moment and stared out the window.

Martha’s stroke had frightened Jenna. She had not been ready for another death so soon after Josh’s. She knew she would never be ready for the death of her mother. They had always been close. But as much as it hurt her to think it, she would prefer a quick death for Martha to the slow, lingering fate of something like Alzheimer’s disease. She wondered if that possibly could be the cause of such a hallucination.

Before the move, Martha’s doctor in Redding, Dr. Evan Reasor, had recommended a doctor in Eureka, Dr. Blanche Wenders. He had written a letter of referral for Martha and sent it along with her medical records. Jenna decided to call Dr. Wenders’s office that day and make an appointment. She thought Dr. Wenders should be told about Martha’s hallucination.

As “Take the ‘A’ Train” began to play on the radio, Jenna went back to her painting.

Jenna was lying naked in bed, reading a paperback novel, when David came into the bedroom in his robe and slippers. He shed the gray robe and tossed it onto the foot of the bed, kicked off the slippers, and slid naked beneath the covers. He propped himself up on his side, facing her, and put a hand on her belly.

After two children, Jenna’s belly wasn’t as flat as it used to be. But aside from the fleshy pouch over her abdomen, she had managed to keep her figure mostly intact. Her curves were perhaps a little curvier than they used to be, but that was all. It helped to have good genes—at sixty-nine, her mother was still a slender woman.

Jenna closed the book and put it on the bedstand, then turned out the lamp, leaving the room dark. Turning to David, she brushed her hair back from her face— she had just brushed it and it was soft and feathery—and kissed him on the mouth. He tasted of toothpaste and Listerine.

“Hey, you did a terrific job in the kitchen today,” David said as he lay back on the bed. “It looks great.”

“Thank you, sir.” Jenna nestled against him, stretched a long leg over both of his, and put a hand on his chest. He was tall and strong, fit except for a paunch he’d developed from eating Martha’s baking. Jenna felt safe in the crook of his strong arm.

“Now, how about doing the outside of the house?”

She laughed and tweaked his nipple, then rubbed her fingers through the thin tuft of hair on his chest. “Very funny. You know, we really need to do something about the light out in the hall. It’s way too dark out there.”

“I know. Just add it to the long list of things we need to do.”

“Is Miles settled?”

“He’s already asleep. I think watching that monster movie on TV tonight excited him so much, it wore him out.”

“I wish you wouldn’t let him watch movies like that.”

“Oh, c’mon. I watched them when I was his age, and I turned out okay.”

“Oh, you think so?”

“They scared the hell out of me back then, but that was what made them fun. I think Grandma even enjoyed it.”

“Well, nobody ever accused Mom of having good taste.”

They leaned close and spoke just above a whisper. Their apartment back in Redding had been so small, the only time they had any privacy together was when they were in bed, and it was then that they whispered about their day and whatever was on their minds. They had plenty of opportunities to talk alone now that they were in a large house, but they had not been there long enough to break the old habit.

“Speaking of Mom,” Jenna said. She told David about Martha’s hallucination that morning. “I called Dr. Wenders’s office today and made an appointment. If it hadn’t been for that letter of referral Dr. Reasor sent, we would’ve had to wait months, but I pressed it and managed to get her in two weeks from Friday.”

“Why wait? Call Dr. Reasor and tell him what happened. He’s a lot more familiar with her than this new doctor will be. He might have something to say about it.”

Jenna rolled her eyes. “Why didn’t I think of that? I was so busy worrying…”

“I wouldn’t worry too much. Remember, she had a stroke. It was a year and a half ago, but still, that’s a sucker punch to the brain.”

“True.”

“Call Dr. Reasor tomorrow, but for now, don’t worry about it, okay?”

“Okay. What about you? Didn’t you have any luck at all today?”

He shrugged one shoulder. “One possibility. A garage in Eureka. The guy said he might need some part-time help, but he won’t know for sure for another week or so.”

“Well, that’s a possibility, at least.”

“I went everywhere in Eureka today. Tomorrow I’m going to try Fortuna and Arcata.”

He was trying to conceal his discouragement, but Jenna could hear it in his voice, and knew if the lights were on she would see it in his eyes. It made her chest ache. She tilted her head up and kissed him again.

“Don’t let it get you down, okay?” she said. “Something will turn up.”

“It better, or I may end up working in the food-service industry.”

“Hey, if nothing else, you can freelance, like you did back home.”

“Back home?”

She laughed. “Yeah, what am I saying? This is home now.”

They lay in silence for a while, Jenna stroking his chest as he lightly brushed a hand over her hair.

“You know, we haven’t made love in this house yet,” David whispered.

“We’ve been too wiped out from moving in.”

“I’m up for it if you are.”

She smiled. “We don’t even have to be quiet anymore—there’s nobody on the other side of the wall.”

“Is that a yes?”

She rolled over on top of him. “Only if you don’t make me paint the house.”


CHAPTER TWO

Lily. Wednesday, 2:19 P.M.

The Reading Room in the back of The Crystal Well bookstore in the northern California town of Mt. Shasta was not for reading books. It was where forty-three-year-old Lily Rourke, the store’s owner, conducted psychic readings.

In the doorway that led into the Reading Room, Lily had hung a curtain of multicolored beads that clacked and chittered whenever someone walked through them. It was a small room, with a round table in the center and two carved mahogany chairs, each with burgundy velvet-upholstered cushions, facing each other on opposite sides. The room was painted hunter green, with plush burgundy carpet. On the wall were a few framed pictures of Victorian-era seances that Lily had cut out of some old books. A brass floor lamp topped by a burgundy shade with beaded fringe stood in one corner, giving off a muted glow. Candles flickered on a sideboard, and incense in a small marble holder gave the room a sandalwood scent.

At five feet, five inches tall, Lily weighed 304 pounds. She wore a black silk broomstick skirt with a red rose print, a matching red silk blouse, and black pumps. Her dark-blond hair was short, in a pageboy cut. She sat at the table in the Reading Room with one of her regular clients, Maggie Rydell. Lily’s arms rested on the table-top and her plump hands gently held both of Maggie’s small, slender ones. A votive candle glowed in a plain glass holder between them.

“Things are going better with Rupert,” Lily said.

Maggie smiled and nodded. “Yes, they are.”

“That’s good, I’m glad. Whatever you’re doing, it’s working, because I sense that his eyes aren’t wandering like they were before.”

Maggie sighed with relief.

“The kids, though … you might want to keep a close eye on them for a while. Have …” Lily frowned. “Have you hired a new babysitter? Tina? No … Dina, right?”

Maggie’s smile melted away and she suddenly looked concerned. “Yes, Dina. We hired her a couple weeks ago. She was recommended to us by friends.”

“Get rid of her.”

“Why? I mean, what’s wrong with her? Has she hurt the kids?”

“No, no, nothing like that. I just sense … neglect. A lack of safety. She’s not very good at what she does, that’s all. You can do better.”

“Okay, we won’t use her anymore. But we’ve already used her twice. Did anything happen to the kids while we were—”

“No, no, I’m not getting that. But don’t use her anymore. And you might want to say the same to the friends who recommended her.”

“What about my dad?”

Lily closed her eyes a moment and creases appeared in her forehead. She tried never to let anything show on her face when she was giving a reading. Sometimes it was more difficult than others, and this was one of those times. She opened her eyes.

“He’s not doing well,” Lily said.

“No, he’s not.”

Lily closed her eyes again and took a moment to decide how to respond.

“And to be honest,” Maggie said, “we don’t expect him to get better this time. So … well, I mean, if you’ve got bad news … I can take it.”

Lily opened her eyes and said, “Well, you know I don’t like giving bad news, but… you should prepare yourself for the worst.”

Maggie’s shoulders sagged and she sighed. “We already have. He’s in pretty bad shape. I expected you to say that. I just… well, I thought it couldn’t hurt to ask.”

“He’s had a good long life, Maggie. You shouldn’t—”

Lily saw faint flashes of electric blue in the periphery of her vision on both sides, and she caught a whiff of bananas. A burst of adrenaline coursed through her and she dropped Maggie’s hands as if they suddenly had become unbearably hot. She scooted her chair back from the table and pressed the heels of her hands to her closed eyes for a moment, hoping the flashing and the smell would go away.

“Are you air right?” Maggie asked. When she got no response, she spoke more urgently. “Lily, is something wrong?”

The electric-blue flashing continued, even with her eyes closed, and the smell of bananas grew stronger.

“Lily, what’s the matter? Do you want me to call someone?”

It stopped as abruptly as it had begun. Lily opened her eyes again. Sometimes it happened that way—the flashing and the smell would come and then stop, and nothing would follow. She blinked her eyes a few times, then looked at Maggie, who was staring at her with concern.

“I’m sorry,” Lily said. “I… I don’t feel so good all of a sudden.”

“Can I get something for you?”

“No, I think it’s passing. Just give me a few seconds to—”

The flashing started again and the smell of bananas filled her nostrils. Lily felt all the strength drain rapidly from her body, felt herself slide off the chair. She lost all awareness of Maggie and the room around her before she hit the floor.

Floating in silent darkness.

A distant scream grows louder. No, not a scream, but a metallic screech. Light flickers in the darkness, a strobe effect. She sees glimpses of a children’s swing set and a slide. Both are dark with rust and covered with wild tangles of ivy. The swing’s chains screech and chitter as they sway. The swing set and slide flicker out. The screeching stops.

Floating in dark silence, until—

Another sound, garbled, as if under water. It is music—a delicate, twinkling tune, as if from a music box. It’s vaguely familiar, but off key, warped.

A filthy old teddy bear appears. It has only one round black eye. A dark ribbon is tied in a bow around its neck. Stuffing dangles out of its filthy chest and abdomen.

The bear disappears. The distorted music stops. Lost again in the darkness.

A voice, whispered but throaty and gruff. It is unfamiliar, but fills her with terror. “Be a good puppy. C’mon over here and be a good puppy.”

She wants to scream but has no voice, no breath, no heartbeat.

The darkness is driven away by blinding daylight. She sees an enormous, gray, two-story house from a distorted angle, as if she is an ant on the ground looking up at it. Ivy clings to the towering walls. A dark, hulking figure rises menacingly before her, blocks her view of the house. It’s a fat man wearing a cowboy hat, and he fills her with dread. She wants to flee but has nowhere to go.

“Come here and be a good puppy, now.”

Suddenly, she is falling through darkness. As she plummets, the voice fades.

“Be a good puppy… a good puppy… good puppy…”

Lily opened her eyes to look up into the faces of her only employee, Claudia McNeil, and her client, Maggie Rydell. They looked panicky. A dull ache behind Lily’s eyes grew worse with each throb, and her mouth felt cottony.

“You didn’t call an ambulance, did you?” Lily asked as she rubbed her eyes.

Claudia said, “Should I?”

“No, no. How long was I out?” She licked her dry lips and groaned quietly.

“Not long,” Claudia said. “Maybe twenty or thirty seconds.”

“Can we get you something?” Maggie asked.

“Maybe some water.”

Claudia shot to her feet and hurried away.

“How do you feel?” Maggie said.

“I’m fine. Just a little headache. No, wait. Make that a splitting headache.”

“I have some Tylenol in my purse.”

“That’s okay, I’ve got something in my medicine cabinet.” Lily rolled onto her side and slowly got to her knees. She leaned a hand on the chair and stood with effort, but swayed dizzily and immediately sat down. Maggie stood beside her. “Sorry, Maggie. We didn’t get very far. This one’s on the house.”

“Are you kidding? What you told me about the babysitter alone was worth it. I’ll pay the regular fee.”

Claudia returned with a glass of ice water. Lily took a few sips as Claudia stood, hands on her hips, looking concerned. Claudia was twenty-eight, skinny, with short red hair, full and shaggy. She stood a couple inches taller than Lily and wore a light blue cashmere-blend sweater, a pair of jeans, and sneakers.

“Can you handle things, Claudia?” Lily asked. “I think I should go lie down for a little while.”

“Sure, no problem, Lily, I’ll be fine.” She looked worried. “Are you sure you don’t want to see a doctor or something?”

“No, I’m okay. I just need a nap, is all. I’ll be fine. See you later, Maggie.”

Lily stood and waited to make sure the room wasn’t going to tilt again. She patted her hair, then smiled wearily. The beads clacked as she passed through them. She crossed the rear of the store, went through the stockroom and into her kitchen in the back. She went down the hall to the bathroom with her glass of ice water and got a Vicodin from her cabinet. The pills had been there since she’d had her wisdom teeth pulled seven months before—she’d taken only a couple back then. After swallowing it, she went to her bedroom, put the glass of water on her bedstand, and got a spiral-bound notebook from a drawer in her dresser, found a pen, and sat down on the edge of the bed. She jotted down a few notes about the vision, then put the notebook and pen on the bedstand. She stretched out on the bed with a long sigh.

As she lay on her back and stared at the ceiling of her bedroom, Lily’s hands trembled. She realized she was afraid. She could still hear, in her mind, the warped, garbled music and the gruffly whispered voice from her vision. Lily was afraid, because she knew there would be more. Visions like that did not happen only once. They returned with increasing frequency and in greater detail, and they did not go away until she figured out what they meant, what they were trying to tell her. It did not end there, either. Once she figured the vision out, she had to do something about it.

Lily Rourke had been psychic all her life. She could not remember a time when her mind did not show her things she did not want to see, tell her things she did not want to know.

She had been born and raised in the small northern California town of Cottonwood, seventy-five miles south of Mt. Shasta. She had a brother, Charles, five years her senior, whom she heard from every year at Christmas and on her birthday. Her father, dead for a dozen years now, had been a plumber, her mother a kindergarten teacher. None of them had understood her—Lily had scarcely understood herself early in life—but her mother was the only one who’d tried. As a child, Lily preferred solitude—being around people only filled her mind with confusing, sometimes frightening, images and thoughts. As a result, school had been a daily nightmare for her from the beginning. She had no trouble with her studies—she was an exceptionally bright, intelligent student—but she had difficulty concentrating on them when she was being mentally bombarded from all directions. Socially, she was an outcast by choice. She preferred to be alone with a book and a snack. Reading had been her favorite activity and food her only friend. Her weight had gone up early on and had never come down again.

Lily’s mother had died of breast cancer when Lily was eleven years old, leaving her a stranger in the house with her father and Charles. She had become even more withdrawn then. Outside of school, which she cut whenever the opportunity arose, the only place she had gone with any regularity was the small Cottonwood Library, where, at the age of twelve, she’d met the best friend she’d ever had.

The new head librarian, Annabelle Youngblood, was a tall, graceful, fifty-three-year-old widow with streaks of silver in her short black hair and a pair of jeweled reading glasses she wore on a chain around her neck. When Lily walked into the library on Mrs. Young-blood’s first day, the woman immediately turned to her and watched her closely wherever she went. After a few minutes of the librarian carefully watching her every move, Lily began to feel very self-conscious—more so than usual, because she always felt self-conscious—so she went to the back of the library where the woman could not see her. On that day, as on every day for eight months, she’d looked for books on psychic phenomena.

By then, Lily had begun to understand that not only was she different from others, she had some strange ability that allowed her to know things she could not possibly know. She had been confused by the thoughts and images that plagued her until she saw her mother’s funeral the year before—she’d seen it weeks before her mother had been diagnosed with cancer. By the time it had been found, the cancer had spread and become inoperable, and Lily’s mother had died only months after being diagnosed. When the funeral took place, it was exactly as Lily had seen it in her mind, with her mother lying in an open casket at the front of the funeral chapel. Lily had never been in the funeral chapel before, but she had seen it in vivid detail in her mind months before. She even had heard the organ playing the exact same music it had played at the funeral. That was when she began to suspect that maybe she wasn’t crazy as she’d always suspected. She had worked her way through most of the library’s books on psychic phenomena, with only four left that she had not yet read.

That day in the library, as she looked through one of the books, a hand came to rest on Lily’s shoulder from behind, and she almost jumped out of her skin. She dropped the book she was holding and spun around to find the librarian standing behind her, smiling.

“Hello, Lily,” she said. “I’m Mrs. Youngblood. I think you and I have something in common.”

“We … do? How did you know my name?”

“You know, I might be able to help you even more than those books.”

Mrs. Youngblood invited Lily over to her house that evening to make cookies. Lily did not have to ask permission from her father. Since she spent all her time in her bedroom reading anyway, he did not even notice she was gone. She climbed out her bedroom window and rode her bike over to Mrs. Youngblood’s house, eager to hear what the woman had to say.

As they made cookies that evening, Mrs. Youngblood had explained that she’d been just as frightened and mystified as Lily when she was that age. She had not understood her abilities, had not known how to deal with them. Just as Lily had been doing, Mrs. Young-blood had read up on psychic phenomena. Everything she’d learned about her abilities she’d learned on her own.

“But it would have been so much easier,” she said, “if someone else who had the gift had shared her knowledge of it with me. And that’s what I want to do for you.”

Until then, Lily had been unable to walk through a room full of people without being deluged with dizzying psychic input that made no sense to her. Over the next four years, Mrs. Youngblood taught her how to turn down the volume of that input, how to deflect the incoming information so she could think clearly and concentrate on her school work. She taught Lily how to sift through all the thoughts and images and single out specific information, how to make sense of it. Most of all, she made Lily understand that there was nothing wrong with her, that she was not crazy. She simply had been born with a gift that few shared. Mrs. Youngblood always referred to it as a “gift.”

“A lot of people claim to have the gift,” Mrs. Youngblood told her one evening. “Most of them are frauds. Those who really do have it tend to keep it to themselves, because it can’t be used as easily as those frauds claim to use it. You can’t pick and choose the information you get so easily—what comes, comes. If you know what you’re doing, you can make sense of it, but not always. While you can manipulate the gift, you can never completely control it. For instance, you can’t go to Las Vegas and make a fortune with it, or use it to play the horses at the tracks. Sometimes, no matter how well you try to block them, things will come through. Sometimes these things will be so powerful, so overwhelming, they will make you physically ill. And when you have visions like that, you’ll find you have to act on them.”

“What do you mean, act on them?” Lily had asked.

“The gift comes with a certain responsibility, Lily. You may receive information that could help someone, perhaps save someone from harm or even death. When that happens, you are obligated to act on that information. At least, that’s the way I see it. Have you gotten any religion in your life, Lily?”

“We used to go to the Methodist church every Sunday when Mom was alive.”

“Well, I am of the opinion that this is a gift from God, and God does not give gifts without reason or purpose. There will be times when you must use this gift to help others, whether you want to or not.”

Lily did not fully understand what Mrs. Youngblood meant until years later.

When Lily was fourteen, Mrs. Youngblood introduced her to a friend named Dolores Reeder, a plump, gray-haired woman’ in her early sixties who dressed flamboyantly and wore a lot of clattering jewelry. Mrs. Reeder and her husband, Clay, owned a metaphysical bookstore, The Crystal Well, in the town of Mt. Shasta. The Reeders had a lifelong interest in the paranormal, and while neither of them shared Mrs. Youngblood’s gift, they were aware of it. With Lily’s permission, Mrs. Youngblood told Mrs. Reeder how strong Lily’s gift was, that it was the most powerful she had ever encountered, even stronger than her own.

The summer after Lily graduated from high school, Mrs. Youngblood moved to Colorado to be near her daughter and grandchildren. Mrs. Youngblood knew how unhappy Lily was at home. By then, Charles was working with their father in his plumbing business, but he still lived at home. Lily’s father and brother, while unaware of her gift, knew there was something odd about her and no longer even tried to hide their discomfort around her. They made no effort to understand her, and sometimes Lily even sensed they were a little afraid of her. Lily had a job at a bookstore. She had no idea what she wanted to do with her life, although she had a deep interest in writing, but she knew she did not want to go to college right after graduating—she needed a break, some time to herself. Before leaving Cottonwood, Mrs. Youngblood suggested Lily move up to Mt. Shasta and work at The Crystal Well for a while. She had already discussed it with the Reeders, and they offered to let Lily live in the apartment behind their bookstore, once occupied by their niece, who had married and moved out three years before. Lily eagerly accepted the opportunity to get out of Cottonwood and out of her smothering, uncomfortable house.

She settled into the apartment in back of the bookstore and approached her new job with great enthusiasm. The Reeders were not very organized, but after a few months, Lily had things running so efficiently that Mrs. Reeder expressed regret that she had not come to work there much sooner.

Fourteen months after moving to Mt. Shasta, Lily was on her knees putting some new books on a low shelf when she began to see flashes of electric blue in the periphery of her vision and was overwhelmed by the smell of bananas. She stood and looked around, expecting to see that someone had come in with a bag of groceries, including a bunch of ripe bananas, but no one had entered the store. The flashing grew worse, and Lily went to the register, where Mrs. Reeder was poring over that day’s edition of the Redding Record Searchlight. Mrs. Reeder said Lily didn’t look well and told her to sit down. But before Lily could get to a chair, she blacked out and fell to the floor.

She opened her eyes less than a minute later, frightened by what she had seen: an unusual bloodstained knife that had glowed with an odd light. She tried unsuccessfully to describe it to Mrs. Reeder, who gave her a pad and pen and told her to draw it. The knife appeared to have two handles—like a pair of scissors, but without the finger loops—and a single narrow blade. Mrs. Reeder said she’d never seen anything like it. The vision made no sense to Lily, and that evening, she called Mrs. Youngblood in Colorado and told her about it.

“The knife wasn’t at all familiar to you?” Mrs. Young-blood said.

“No, I’ve never seen a knife like that before in my life.”

“And you say you smelled bananas?”

“Yes. Is that normal?”

“There is no such thing as normal. Prior to a powerful vision, some people will smell roses, or burnt toast. My ears start ringing before it happens.”

“It’s happened to you?”

“Only a few times. But enough for me to know it will happen to you again.”

“Again? Why?”

“Because you don’t understand what you’ve seen. It will keep happening until you understand its significance and can do something about it.”

“Do something about it? But what am I supposed to do?”

“I don’t know. That’s what you’re going to have to figure out. Remember when I told you the gift comes with responsibility?”

“Yes.”

“Well, significant visions like this usually require something from you. Don’t worry, you’ll figure it out. When you do, you’ll know what to do. And even if you’re not sure, you’ll figure something out. I have faith in you. You should, too.”

The vision occurred again later that same week, even more vivid than before. This time, Lily saw a narrow, serpentlike dragon intricately carved into each of the handles. The third vision was the worst, because Lily saw the knife’s blade sink to the hilt between two bare female breasts, not once, but again and again, eighteen times, and each bloody stab was accompanied by a horrible scream. She also noticed three initials crudely carved near the very bottom of one of the handles: O.J.B.

“Maybe it’s got something to do with the stabbings in Redding,” Mrs. Reeder said.

“Stabbings?” Lily said. “What stabbings?”

Mrs. Reeder showed her an article in the Record Searchlight. Four young women ranging in age from nineteen to twenty-four had been brutally stabbed to death in the past seven months. Forensics had determined the shape of the blade used in each murder, but other than that, the article said the police had no leads. The next day, during her lunch break, Lily was listening to the news on the radio when she heard that a fifth stabbing victim had been found that morning, a twenty-year-old nursing student. She had been stabbed eighteen times in the chest and abdomen.

It was then that Lily understood what Mrs. Young-blood had meant. As difficult as it may be to explain to the police, she felt obligated to tell them what she had seen in her vision. There was a chance that a detailed description of the knife could help their investigation. So Mrs. Reeder drove her down to Redding, about an hour south of Mt. Shasta. On the way, Lily told her that she did not want to draw any attention to herself—she was afraid the press would turn her into a freak show. When they arrived at the police station in Redding, Mrs. Reeder would not let her say a word until she had explained to the detective that Lily was a gifted psychic who wanted no recognition for what she was about to tell them. She insisted that if the information was useful to them, they were to respect Lily’s privacy and keep her out of the press. Lily drew for the detective a detailed picture of the knife she had seen, including the carved dragons and the initials on the handle.

It turned out that the knife Lily had seen in her visions was a Filipino butterfly knife, or balisong. According to forensic evidence, the shape of the blade matched the one that had been used in all five murders. The police went to every store in the Redding area that sold exotic knives. The proprietor of a small knife shop remembered seeing a Filipino butterfly knife about eight or nine months earlier—a man had brought it in to have one of the broken handles repaired. The proprietor specifically remembered the carved dragons and the three initials on the handle. The customer had paid his bill with a credit card. A search of the store’s records uncovered the man’s name and address, and the police went to his house to question him. When they knocked on the front door, he ran out the back to escape but was apprehended just a block away. A warrant was obtained to search his house, and police found jewelry owned by all five of the victims—trophies from the killings—and the Filipino butterfly knife. The murderer’s name was Oliver Jackson Burke. At a press conference, the police attributed their apprehension of the killer to an anonymous tip.
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