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CHAPTER ONE

Lightning Strike

The storm walked electric fingers up Eric’s neck while he pulled supplies out of the back of the ambulance. “We’re gonna have some weather,” he told his partner, Susan, as though it wasn’t obvious. Already, a lightning strike had hit a church on the other side of New Bedford, which was why they’d made it on scene before the fire trucks.

Standing in the grassy area next to the substation, they were exposed, but the lightning had plenty of other potential targets. Eric glanced at the power station, all metal, designed to conduct electricity, and at the cluster of tall pine trees close to the fence. Either of those things would make a better lightning rod than he would.

Susan grunted as she hefted the AED out of the bus. “Better stabilize the kid quick then,” she said.

A boy ran up. He was maybe thirteen, dressed in a Day-Glo tracksuit and Nike high tops. His wide eyes alternated between fear and excitement. The electricity in the air raised the fuzz on his head, making it stand out like the fur of a startled cat.

“This way,” he said.

All three flinched as lightning shocked the sky, followed almost instantly by a crash of thunder. The boy ran back toward the fence, where two other kids huddled together near the base of one of those big, lighting-rod trees. Their heads were tilted back, but they weren’t watching the storm. Eric followed their gaze.

A boy hung upside down from the top of the fence, his stark white sneaker thrust into the air like a pennant of surrender. They hurried closer to see him more clearly. It looked like his pant leg was caught in the barbed wire put there to stop people from doing what he and his friends had apparently tried to do: climb over the top of the fence.

He must have gone first, gotten tangled, and spilled forward. Now he was dangling twenty feet above, clinging to the chain link. If he let go, his pants wouldn’t hold long. Eric imagined him landing headfirst on the ground, his neck snapping. If he was lucky, he’d end up paralyzed.

By standing up close to the chain link, Eric could see the blood soaking the kid’s pant leg. The barbed wire had bit him. Bit deep, if the amount of blood was any indication. The kid was crying, pale. He shouldn’t be pale, not while hanging upside-down. The blood should have been rushing to his face. How much had he lost?

“What’s his name?” Eric asked the huddled kids.

“Timmy.”

The tree was an old pine. Easy to climb. And the branches rubbed right up against the fence. Without stopping to let fear creep in, Eric dropped his gear in the grass. He grabbed the tin snips and stuck them in his belt. They should be able to cut through barbed wire. Eric grabbed a branch.

“Eric, hold on.” Susan snatched his shoulder. “The fire trucks’ll be here any second.”

Eric hesitated. Every hair on his body was standing at attention. The rain could start any second too, and then Timmy would be done for. He couldn’t maintain his grip in a downpour.

“No time.” Eric shook her off.

He heard Susan ordering the kids to back away, using the commanding voice every mom seemed to acquire around the time their child takes his first steps. She was looking out for their safety, of course, but also sparing them the sight of their friend’s neck snapping like a twig if Eric failed.

Eric tried to move quickly while also testing every handhold before he put his weight on it. The tree seemed sturdy, but he didn’t trust it.

He started talking while Timmy was still overhead. “Hang on, Timmy, we’re gonna get you down. You just keep doing what you’re doing. It’ll all be—” Lightning, thunder.

Eric heard squeals from the kids below, but Timmy was silent. One more branch brought Eric level with his patient. Timmy’s eyes were wide. Pupils dilated. He didn’t seem to know Eric was there, although they were just a fence thickness apart. 

“I’m almost there Timmy. You’re doing great. Stay with me buddy.” 

Eric paused, trying to assess. He couldn’t hold Timmy up and cut the barbed wire at the same time. The kid was barely hanging on as it was, and without the wire wrapped around his legs, gravity would take its toll.

A noise reached Eric’s ears, halfway between a whimper and a scream. Timmy was shivering, which twitched his leg and drove the metal deeper. The sound of sirens in the distance felt like a taunt. They were still too far away. But if Eric could just help Timmy hold on a little longer, he might have a chance.

One-handed, his other hand clinging to a branch, Eric pulled the tin snips from his belt and held them between his teeth. The cold taste of metal filled his mouth. As he unbuckled his belt and eased it out of the belt loops, his flashlight and multi-tool fell away, crashing through the branches. He could only hope the kids and Susan were back far enough. Coiling the belt up in one hand, he shifted his weight around until he was standing with his back to the tree trunk, his feet on two different, hopefully solid, branches.  

He reached both arms toward the fence. It was about a foot out of reach. He leaned forward. Sweat dripped down his face. For a moment he was certain he’d fall, crashing like the flashlight through twenty feet of branches and pine needles to the hard ground below. Susan yelled at him. He ignored her. This was not a time to be distracted. Besides, he couldn’t hear her clearly over the wind and the sirens anyway.

His hands closed around the chain links. Now he could reach Timmy.

The kid whimpered more loudly. Trying not to jostle him, Eric fed the belt through the chain link. Then he overbalanced himself even more to reach his arms as far as he could through the fence. Good thing Timmy was skinny. Eric managed to get the belt around the kid’s waist. 

He’d thought that he would be able to push back from that position, climb a little further up the tree, and cut the barbed wire. But stretched between fence and branch, he knew he couldn’t move again without help. He was too off balance. Pressing his shoulder against the fence, he used both hands to tighten the belt around Timmy.

Lightning sizzled in Eric’s ears just before the pain knocked him senseless.

 

~

 

Death arrived in the grass beside the power station seconds before Eric’s body thudded to the ground. Death was a good judge of these things, and Eric was clearly within an inch of his life. The lightning strike had stopped his heart.

A woman wearing a paramedic’s uniform identical to Eric’s ran over, lugging a bulky machine. Death had seen them before. They were designed to restart a failed heart. Eric’s soul hadn’t yet appeared, so it might actually work.

While the machine charged, Death had time to reflect on the absurdity of human life. What were the odds that lightning would strike a tree at the very moment Eric was using it as a ladder to reach a kid stuck in the barbed wire along the top of a power station fence? Not high, he thought. But in the world of humans, the impossible happened every day.

Death watched the paramedic press paddles to Eric’s chest. “Clear!” she shouted.

Eric’s soul sat up. His body didn’t.

Unable to see or feel the soul, she reached through it to try her machine again. Eric’s soul scrambled away, stopping just before it went through the tree trunk.

“Shit. I’m not dead. Tell me I’m not dead.”

Death would have answered but Eric wasn’t listening.

“Did I at least save the kid?” Eric looked up to where another body was hanging from the fence. “Timmy! Hey, Timmy.”

“He’s not dead,” Death said. “Yet.”

Eric’s eyes focused on Death. “Who are you? Don’t just stand around watching. Help him.”

“You’re not dead yet, either.”

“Thanks, but um.” Eric waved his arm, which passed through several tree branches. “I couldn’t do that when I was alive.”

“You’re having a near-Death experience.” This should have been obvious considering he was standing right here, but humans took some time to get used to things. “Your body is not in good condition, but your friend may still be able to fix it.”

“And if she does?”

This too seemed obvious. Death shrugged. “You won’t be dead.”

“Wait a minute. Are you—”

Before he could finish the sentence, Eric’s soul had disappeared. The machine had worked.

 

~

 

Eric woke up in the hospital. He thought he must have crashed in an empty room between calls. His head was splitting. The steady beep of monitors, the squeak of nurses’ shoes on tile, the clamor of hurried voices rattled in his skull. Had he left the door open? The buzz of a code shocked him wide awake. He tried to sit up...

...but he couldn’t move, didn’t want to move. The pain was everywhere. He was dying. That was his code buzzing, and he was dying right now. But no, pain means you’re alive, right? In that case, Eric thought he must be intensely alive.

He turned his head as bodies flashed past—nurses, doctors, interns converged on the bed beside his. Someone pulled the curtain, but not far enough. He could see them working on a small form. He knew that face. The kid. Timmy.

They brought out the paddles. Eric wanted to scream at them, “No more shocks.” He couldn’t. His mouth was arid and his tongue was double-size.

“Clear!”

Timmy twitched. Amidst all that movement, Eric’s eye settled on the point of stillness. Someone was standing beside the bed. Someone who looked exactly like Timmy. His twin? Why hadn’t one of the nurses taken him away? He shouldn’t have to see his brother like this.

Eric watched the twin pound his fist on Timmy’s chest. The doctor somehow didn’t notice. He put the paddles down again and they seemed to pass right through the twin’s arm. That couldn’t have happened. Eric tried blinking.

It took too long. When he opened his eyes again, the scene had changed. The doctors and nurses were still. Eric knew that look. The kid was dead. The doctor glanced up at the clock and murmured to a nurse.

The twin hung his head. For the first time, Eric noticed someone else who didn’t belong in the scene, someone standing right behind the twin. A dark figure in a long coat. He seemed out of focus somehow. Eric couldn’t get a good look at him. He tried blinking again, but this time completely failed to reopen his eyes.

 

~

 

Death arrived as Timmy's soul tried to pound life back into its own body.

“That won’t help,” Death said. He laid a hand on the soul’s shoulder.

The soul spun to face him. “How do you—oh.” The soul cocked its head. “You’re Death.”

Children always managed to spot the obvious more quickly than adults did.

“I am,” Death said.

“We weren’t going to steal anything. I just wanted to tag the place,” the soul said. Death nodded as though he understood. Humans were always mangling their language, especially the young ones. Every generation seemed to invent new ways to make no sense. Death didn’t even try to keep up anymore.

“That’s not important now,” Death said. “I need you to take my hand.”

The soul scrunched his eyebrows. “Why?”

Death held back a sigh. It wasn’t the kind of thing you wanted humans to know you did. “By shaking my hand you agree to take me as your guide on the journey to the afterlife.”

“Wicked.” The soul grasped Death’s hand.

“Hey, there was a guy. He tried to save me. Did he—” the soul started to ask, but Death was already stepping, and the soul’s voice was captured by the void.

 

~

 

Eric woke to the sound of his mother’s voice. The golden halo around her head dazzled his bleary eyes. He wondered if he was awake or still dreaming. As his mother stepped away from the window, leaving her halo behind, Eric felt the pain come back and knew he was awake. His ribs, his head, his back, his chest, everything hurt. The smell of antiseptic and industrial cleaner told him he was still in the hospital.

He listened to his mother bullying a nurse, demanding to know when was the last time he’d had painkillers and how often had they checked on him. “Why have I been here thirty minutes and I haven’t seen even a glimpse of scrubs until now?”

Her gaze fell on Eric and she ceased her assault on the nurse to strike a less defended target.

“Eric Dean Silva, what the hell did you think you were doing?”

He tried not to wince as he reached for the bed controls and sat himself up. It was hard to face a lioness lying down. “It’s not as bad as it looks,” Eric said.

“That’s only because you don’t have a mirror.”

Eric shrugged and immediately regretted it. The motion set shock waves down his back.

“I’ll be okay.”

“You were struck by lightning.”

“It was the ground that hurt me.”

She looked up at him, eyes narrowed, lips pressed. Eric had succeeded in leaving her speechless. He thought he should probably write down the date. What was the date? Still October, right? Certainly still 1988.

He opened his mouth to ask how long he’d been out, but just then a doctor came into the room, stealing Mrs. Silva’s attention. Eric didn’t recognize the doctor’s face, which meant they weren’t in the ER anymore. Eric had been in the ER though. He vaguely remembered waking up there. Seeing something. Something that didn’t make any sense.

“Good afternoon, doctor. My son is awake, as you can see. And judging by his flippant tone, he’s suffering a good deal of pain.”

The doctor smiled like a man who was used to dealing with difficult people. “I imagine so.” His gaze moved to Eric. “How are you feeling?”

“Like I was hit by a truck and the truck was on fire.”

“He becomes a smart-ass when he’s in pain,” Mrs. Silva said over the doctor’s shoulder.

Much as Eric loved her tact and discretion, he had to admit she was right. The pain seemed to intensify with every passing second. Eric closed his eyes for a moment. In the darkness, the memory came back more clearly. “The kid,” he said.

When he opened his eyes nothing had changed. There were no ghosts in the room, time hadn’t slipped forward. The doctor and his mother still stared down at him with worried expressions.

“Timmy died, didn’t he?” Eric said.

“I’m going to order you some more painkillers—”

“Yes,” Mrs. Silva interrupted. “And you could have died too. What were you thinking?”

“He was thinking about saving that kid.” Eric twitched when his sister’s voice entered the conversation. He hadn’t even known she was in the room. She must have been sitting near the head of the bed, because her voice was close but he couldn’t see her.

“But he didn’t,” Mrs. Silva said.

Eric managed to roll over enough to see Amelia in a chair pushed up against the wall. She was holding a copy of Popular Mechanics with a picture of a submarine on the cover. Amelia was always reading something. Although she was two years younger than Eric, he was prepared to admit she was about five thousand times smarter.

“Shouldn’t you be in school?” Eric said.

“First of all, I’m not in school, I’m in college.” Wellesley to be specific, early admission. “Second, it’s Saturday. Third, I’m pretty sure ‘my brother died today’ is good for at least one absence.”

“Oh, right,” Eric said. The pain was cresting. He felt nauseated and hoped the doctor would come back soon.

 

~

 

A ringing phone startled Eric awake. He heard his mother’s voice answer and was just about to let himself drift off again when she thrust the phone in his direction.

“It’s that Andrew,” she said and left the room. Even when Eric and Andy Templeton were in high school together, Mrs. Silva had never liked her son’s friend. Eric had never worked out exactly why.

Eric took the phone and attempted some carefree swagger. “Hey Tempe, how’s it hangin’?”

Tempe didn’t buy it. “You got a death wish, Doc?”

“My will to live is as fit as ever. The rest of me…”

“I heard God kicked your ass.”

“Close. My mom is here.”

Andy chuckled. “Given the choice, I’d take the lightning.”

“I think the nurses here would too.”

“Any babes?” Andy asked.

“This isn’t the movies, kid. I’ve got a nearsighted one with a mustache, a stick figure who’s afraid to set foot in the room, and a man who washes my junk.”

“So you’re getting the sponge bath you always dreamed of.”

“Not unless your sister is on her way.” Talking to Andy was like playing ping-pong. He insulted, you volleyed back. Everyone got a good laugh. Eric actually felt almost normal for a second.

“I didn’t tell you,” Andy said. “My sister’s getting married.”

“Don’t break my heart, it’s the only part of me that still works.”

“You’re mouth still runs pretty good.” Andy’s laugh faded a bit as he said, “You must really be hurting.”

Eric pretended not to hear that little edge of pity in his voice. Could it be that Andy Templeton was actually worried about him?

“Listen,” Andy continued, “I’ve got some leave coming up and I was thinking I might come up there—you know, when you’re back on your feet.”

“I’d love to see you, man, but I’m really okay.”

“Damn well better be. I’m gonna need a wingman. Ladies love a man with scars.”

“As long as you don’t tell them I fell out of a tree.”

“Dude, you were struck by lightning.” 

“Yeah, we’ll tell them that.”

“Alright. Keep your head down, Silva.”

Eric reached to hang up the phone, but a hand plucked it away and set it in the cradle. Amelia again. Eric hadn’t realized she was still there.

“You two are disgusting, you know that.”

“You love us.”

Amelia snorted. “I’m going down to the cafeteria. You want anything?”

“Are you kidding? I’ve eaten the cafeteria food here. I’ll just starve, thanks.”

She shook her head. “You’re going to be okay, brother.”

Eric’s mind was drifting almost before she left the room. He remembered what he saw in the ER. He couldn’t have been that doped up yet—not to be seeing things. Then again, he’d hardly been able to keep his eyes open and trauma could have unpredictable effects. He thought he should just forget it.

Except the kid was dead. He couldn’t forget that.


CHAPTER TWO

Who You Gonna Call?

After four months of IV’s, crappy hospital food, and physical therapy, Eric finally got the all clear to go back to work. At first, they made him hang around the station house, inventorying medical supplies and handling paperwork. When a few uneventful weeks had proven that he wasn’t going to drop dead in the middle of a call, they finally let him out on the road again. It felt like coming home. Finally, he was back to doing the only thing he’d ever really wanted to do.

Everything would have been perfect if it weren’t for the ghosts. He didn’t see them all the time. It wasn’t like he opened his bathroom door in the morning to find Beetlejuice sudsing up in his shower or anything. They only appeared when he was working on someone who was clinging to life by their fingernails. Every time he saw one, it made him feel like reality, or maybe his sanity, was slipping. He just wanted life to go back to normal.

At the very least, he’d like to know why this was happening to him. Maybe it was because he’d been dead for forty-five seconds. Maybe that had tuned his brain to the right frequency or something. He’d never heard of such a thing. Then again, most people who’d been resuscitated weren’t in his line of work.

Which is why, on the drive in to his first night shift since the accident, Eric tried so hard to pretend that everything was completely and totally fine, normal, nothing to see here folks. When “Paradise City” came on the radio, he turned it up and jammed along. It had been in the Top Ten for months and he knew all the words. He told himself this was going to be a good shift. They’d get calls. They’d do the work. There would be no ghosts.

Eric pulled his ’79 El Camino into the lot outside the station house. It had been his dad’s car, which Eric’s mother had kept for him even though Eric wasn’t even old enough to drive when his dad died.

His dad had always been obsessively proud of the thing because it was the only car he’d ever owned outright. So Eric was careful to park near the back of the lot where it would be well illuminated when the street lights came on. It meant a slightly longer walk, but there was less chance the car would be dinged or vandalized. Not that this was a bad neighborhood, but it wasn’t really a good one either.

The familiar scent of industrial antiseptic, rubber, and oil hit Eric as soon as he walked into the ambulance garage. Both buses were parked inside, waiting for their first call. As he walked by, Eric patted the side of his bus for luck. Hopefully, this was just a lull. The only thing worse than a night full of ghosts would be a night full of nothing to do. These days, if he wasn’t busy or asleep, his mind tended to wander in unsettling directions.

His shift mates were already in the breakroom. Susan sat on the couch reading a magazine. There were always piles of them on the mismatched side tables. Guys pitched in for a few subscriptions. But others seemed to materialize years after their first printing, looking like they’d been used to insulate a house. No one seemed to know where those came from.

At the card table in the corner, Horton and Drew were playing some flavor of poker using assorted medical supplies as chips. From the look of Horton’s betadine wipe stash, he was winning.

Drew grinned at Eric when he came through the door. Eric liked Drew for two reasons. First, he was the next newest guy on the squad after Eric, with just over a year in the field. Second, he was the same guy whether he was on a call or at a bar. Laid back, smiley, easy to talk to. Horton, on the other hand, could be a real pain in the ass.

“Hey, Flash, nice of you to join us,” Horton said.

Flash. That’s what passed for wit from Horton. Eric pouted. “Aww sorry, buddy, did you miss me?”

He made as if to ruffle Horton’s hair, but Horton ducked away. Not that Eric had any intention of actually touching that grease trap.

Susan huffed. “It’s almost like I’m at home with my children,” she said in a mutter just loud enough to carry to their side of the room.

Eric felt sheepish for a minute. Even though she was only about ten years older than him, Eric thought of Susan as a “real” adult. Somehow, she juggled this job and her home life, which included two kids, a husband, a dog, and if Eric remembered correctly, two guinea pigs. Meanwhile, Eric had managed to kill the cactus his sister had given him as a housewarming present when he’d moved into his apartment.

Eric sat down on the other side of the couch. He didn’t want to annoy Susan, especially since he knew she’d been keeping an extra eye on him since the accident. On his first day back, she had clapped him on the shoulder and said, “You good?”

To which he’d made the only possible response under the circumstances. “Totally good.”

Then she’d narrowed her eyes and stared at him, the way she stared at a scene when she was trying to figure out how to get an injured man out of a crushed car. Eric had forced himself not to squirm until she’d said, “Alright then.”

After a couple of weeks with Eric back on the job and no incidents that she knew of, Susan had finally relaxed. She wasn’t watching him quite as closely now and he wanted to keep it that way.

He sat down on the opposite side of the couch and tried to focus on a crossword puzzle. Ten down: Went by, as time.

When the alarm finally sounded, the noise startled Eric to his feet.

“Looks like you guys want this one.” Horton smirked. “Go ahead. I’m winning anyway.”

On his way out the door, Eric glanced over Horton’s shoulder at his cards. He caught Drew’s eye and gave him a thumbs up.

“All in,” Drew said.

“You coming or playing?” Susan shouted from the doorway. Eric ran out to the garage after her.

The call was basic. Just a fender bender caused by poor visibility in the twilight hour. A Jeep turning at a stop sign clipped the front passenger side of an SUV. Everyone was out of their cars, walking around.

Cops were already talking to a woman in her early twenties who was standing next to the Jeep. Her hands were shaking and she was sobbing pretty hard, but she didn’t look injured. Susan went off to check on her.

That left Eric with the SUV. The driver and her passenger were fine, but when you’re standing there in an EMT uniform, someone is bound to think of something worth complaining about.

“My neck hurts,” the passenger said.

It was probably a minor case of whiplash, or just the stress of the accident, but Eric checked her out anyway.

“You’ve got a nice smile,” the passenger said. “It almost makes me wish I’d been hurt worse so I’d have to ride in the ambulance with you.”

“If you were hurt worse, I wouldn’t be smiling,” Eric said.

From there on out it was a busy night. Two more fenders, one guy fallen asleep at the wheel, and an OD with no sign of a ghost. Eric tried to tell himself that was because the whole ghost thing was behind him and not because the OD’d girl was already cold when the cops called it in.

By the time their sixth call of the night came through just after one a.m., Eric was feeling confident. It sounded like a basic crash, more severe than a fender bender, but nobody bleeding. He’d flawlessly handled every call so far, if he did say so himself, why would this one be any different?

 

~

 

Sixty miles away at Wellesley College, Eric’s sister Amelia heard someone fumbling with the lock of her dorm room. It was the kind of sound that could make your heart jump into your throat when you heard it at one a.m., even if you knew it was your roommate stumbling home late from a party at a Boston University frat house.

Amelia was sitting on the bed, her legs crossed beneath her and a heavy textbook on her lap when Tammy stumbled into the room. Tammy held her high- heeled shoes looped over her fingers by the straps. Her hair was a wild cloud, and her lipstick had flaked away throughout the night until she was left with a ring of lip liner around her otherwise naked mouth.

“Are you seriously studying?” Tammy said.

“I was,” Amelia said, closing the book.

“It’s Friday.”

Amelia glanced at the clock. “It’s actually Saturday now.”

“God, you are such a fun sponge,” Tammy said. “I’m killing my buzz just talking to you.”

Amelia shrugged. She didn’t explain that she couldn’t have slept even if she wanted to. Knowing her roommate would come crashing through the door at some undisclosed hour, or worse, worrying that she wouldn’t, was enough to keep Amelia up all night. If she was going to be awake, she might as well be studying.

Tammy wove across the room and fell into bed.

“How did you get home?” Amelia asked.

“Don’t worry, Mom,” Tammy said. “We took the bus.” Her heels thumped to the floor one after the other.

Amelia didn’t push the issue. Tammy wasn’t at college to learn, at least, not as far as Amelia could see. She was just there for the party. Amelia, on the other hand, had big plans and they started with a degree. Getting one required cracking a book every now and then. Amelia had no problem with that. She liked learning, even so early on Saturday morning that it was still Friday night.

“I filled your water bottle,” Amelia said. “It’s on your side table.”

Her only thanks was a grunt. Amelia slid her textbook onto her own side table, then reached over and shut off the lamp. She lay back in the narrow dorm bed, thinking about how much easier life would be if other people were just a little bit more responsible.

In the darkness, the sound of the phone ringing was as sharp and sudden as a baseball through the window. Tammy groaned in one long complaining note.

It was up to Amelia to cross the room and snatch the phone from its cradle. “Hello?” she snapped, her voice low. It was Andy.

He’d called her a couple of times since Eric’s accident. At first it was because Eric was too drugged up to answer. Then he started calling her claiming he couldn’t reach Eric and wanted to make sure everything was okay. Amelia thought he might be looking for excuses to talk to her. She wasn’t sure how she felt about that.

“Hey, Lia. How’s it going?”

He was the only person in the world who called her Lia. She didn’t know how she felt about that either.

“What’s wrong?” Amelia went into the hallway. The phone cord would just stretch to let her sit in the doorway with the door mostly shut. If she kept her voice low, she wouldn’t annoy Tammy or anyone else on the floor.

“Nothing, I was just...Oh shit. What time is it there?”

“After one a.m.”

“Ah, I’m sorry. I didn’t even think. We just got back from field training and I wanted to check in.” Andy was stationed on a Marine base in California.

“Field training?”

“Yeah, you know, you go up into the mountains and camp and stuff. It’s supposed to be like practice for getting deployed.”

“Are you getting deployed?” Amelia found herself clutching the phone cord. Clearly because she was tired and not at all because the idea of Andy in a war zone made her feel like she’d swallowed a hand grenade.

“No, not anytime soon. There’s nowhere for us to go just yet. Listen, I’m sorry I woke you up. I tried calling Eric but he didn’t answer.”

Amelia leaned her head against the doorframe. She really was tired. “Maybe he’s on night shift? Anyway, I wasn’t sleeping. I was studying.”

“In the middle of the night?”

She shrugged even though he couldn’t see it. “I’ve got big plans.”

Andy chuckled. “I know you do, Lia, but now you sound tired. You should go to bed.”

“Hang on a second, it’s after ten there. Why were you calling Eric at ten o’clock at night?”

Andy went quiet. Amelia could hear him breathing. “It’s nothing. He just seemed kind of out of it the last time we talked. I told him I’d check in when I got back.”

“He’s different now, isn’t he?” Amelia said. “Every time I’m around him, I feel like he wants to ask me something, but then he doesn’t.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean,” Andy said.

Amelia yawned.

“Go to bed, Lia.”

“Hush, you, I’m going.”

Amelia went back to her room and crawled into bed. She lay in the dark listening to Tammy’s drunken snoring. She tried to tell herself Eric would be fine. After all, the worst had already happened. If he could come back to life after getting struck by lightning and falling twenty feet, what couldn’t he handle?


CHAPTER THREE

Uncertain Death

On the way to the highway fender bender, Eric was actually feeling chipper enough to attempt some small talk. “You know,” he said, “if cars had autopilot, I bet we’d be out of a job.”

Susan snorted. “Yeah and if penguins could fly they’d still look like tiny butlers.”

“What?”

A police car was already on scene. Its headlights illuminated both the officer and a woman who was trying to talk and cry at the same time. Probably the rear-ender not the rear-endee, Eric decided. Nine times out of ten, the person at fault was the one who cried.

When Susan stopped, Eric climbed out, grabbed his gear and approached the rear-endee. The man was wearing dark slacks and a wide tie over a button-down shirt. Eric clocked him as a businessman. The type who worked really late. Usually not this late though. It was past the time when even that sort of guy should be home ignoring his family. Instead he was on the side of the road in the dark, red faced and rubbing his neck.

“Can you tell me what happened, sir?”

“Yeah, I was minding my own damn business when this bimbo smashes right into the back of my Seven Series.”

“Are you hurt?”

“I’m pissed off is what I am. She better have insurance because that’s a brand new car, just drove it off the lot last month.”

Eric had his back to the road, so he didn’t see what happened next. Susan had to tell him the details later. He heard it, though, loud and clear. A second police car had pulled up a couple of car lengths back to help block what little traffic there was. Its blue lights strobed across the business man’s face, making him squint and angle away.

The officer had just climbed out of his cruiser when a Ford Bronco swerved toward the police car instead of away from it. The Bronco hit the officer, crushing him between the open cruiser door and the front end of the SUV. Metal screamed as the hinges tore free.

Eric turned at the sound. His heart pounded so hard that the shrieks of the woman from the first accident sounded muffled. The officer and the door slumped to the blacktop. Susan and Eric both reacted immediately, Susan running toward the ambulance to grab a backboard, Eric toward the officer to triage.

The officer was gasping and his breath gurgled in his chest. Broken ribs, probably a punctured lung. Maybe a lot worse than that. Eric stabilized his head and started talking, trying to calm the officer. No such luck. The officer fought him, trying to stand. Some people had that response. They got hurt, and the fight-or-flight switch flipped to annihilate-anything-that-moves. Eric tried to hold him without causing any more damage.

Then Susan appeared with the backboard. As quickly as they could, they got him into the back of the bus. Eric
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