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            Chapter One

          

          Echoes in the Fog

        

      

    

    
      Shrouds of fog swirled around me. The heavy mist clung to the ground, cold and damp. I couldn't see my feet. Time hovered between night and day; the moon faded in the sky as the sun crept upward. The stillness amplified the tiniest sounds: a cricket chirped, a mouse scurried in the brush. A hush had fallen on the land. Then footsteps. My ears strained to listen, yet there it was again. A scrape against the pavement, a subtle weight on the ground. Footsteps moving stealthily … following me.

      I couldn't get my bearings in the fog. Which way? Which way did I need to go? Which way was safe? Walking faster, listening for matching footsteps, I ran. My legs moved, but I didn't seem to get anywhere. Gasping for breath, I turned and peered into the dense fog that enveloped me. Waiting. I struggled to get away, but my feet felt like they were encased in cement. Danger crept closer and closer, yet my attempt to flee failed.

      Jerking up in bed, I wiped beads of sweat from my forehead and shivered in the early morning light, haunted by my dream. The same dream replayed in my head night after night. What did it mean?

      I shook my head to rid myself of the nightmare. My body screamed in agony from its lack of sleep. Peaceful rest. That's what I needed. I felt bone-tired; my nightmare gave me no solace.

      Throwing my legs out from under the covers, my feet hit the chilly floor. I stood for a moment, clearing my mind, trying to focus. Staggering into the bathroom, I threw cold water onto my face then stared at the red, bleary eyes looking back at me in the bathroom mirror.

      The woman in the glass looked like a ghost of herself. Pale. Uncertain. The faintest tremor moved through my lips as I reached for a towel. “You’re okay,” I whispered, though I didn’t believe it. The words felt hollow, tinny, like the echo of a lie.

      The smell of coffee brewing in the kitchen drifted down the hall; my one comfort these days. The timer on the pot had triggered on, perking my life-sustaining liquid. I moved slowly, every step deliberate, my slippers shuffled against the worn wooden flooring. The early light through the curtains painted golden stripes across the table. I stared at the glimmer hitting the glass salt shaker then coloring leaves on the tiny potted African violet. Familiar, ordinary things. The kind of things that should’ve grounded me. But they didn’t. Not anymore.

      I was halfway through my first cup when I heard the soft knock on the back door … two quick taps, one pause, and another tap. Marge’s knock. I glanced toward the clock … 7:12. She was early today.

      “Morning, Linda,” she called, pushing the door open before I could answer. Marge never waited for permission. She bustled in, key in hand, with a sweater wrapped around her shoulders, her gray hair swept into a loose bun that leaned a little to the right. The faint scent of dried lavender and sage clung to her. “Smelled your coffee from next door.”

      I managed a faint smile. “You always do.”

      She laughed, that easy, rolling laugh that sounded like gravel softened by kindness. “You look like you didn’t sleep a wink, honey. Another one of those dreams?”

      I froze, my hands tightening around the coffee mug. “Yeah,” I said finally, my voice rough. “The same one.”

      Marge sat down across from me, reaching for the sugar bowl as if she belonged there, which she did. “Tell me about it. Maybe talkin’ it out will chase it off.”

      I stared at the steam curling above my cup, tracing the way it twisted, disappeared. “It’s always the same,” I began. “Fog everywhere. I can’t see where I’m going. And someone’s … someone’s following me.”

      Her eyes lifted, calm and kind. “You can’t see who it is?”

      I shook my head. “No. Just the sound echoing. Footsteps. Close but never close enough to see. It’s as if he's waiting for me to trip, to give up. I try to run, but it’s like I’m stuck in mud. Every time, I wake up right before he catches me.”

      Marge didn’t speak right away. She sipped her coffee, letting the silence sit between us, comfortable somehow. “You’ve been through a lot, sweetheart,” she said gently. “Dreams like that don’t come from nowhere.”

      I swallowed hard. My throat felt tight, words pushing against the walls I’d built around them. “It’s just—” I started, then stopped. “I thought moving here would help. Quiet town, friendly faces.”

      “It has helped,” Marge said softly. “You’re safe here.”

      Safe. The word rasped like sandpaper. I looked toward the window, at the curtain fluttering slightly with the breeze. “He used to say that, too,” I murmured before I could stop myself.

      Marge’s hand covered mine, warm and solid. “Linda,” she said, voice low but steady, “you don’t have to keep pretending with me.”

      My breath caught. I hadn’t told her. Not really. Not about him. Not about the way his voice still echoed in my head sometimes, sweet one moment then cruel, sharp as broken glass the next.

      I blinked fast, my hazel eyes burning. “I keep thinking maybe he's found me,” I whispered. “That’s why the dreams won’t stop. Like he’s out there in the fog, waiting.”

      Marge squeezed my hand. “Dreams can’t hurt you, honey. But secrets can.”

      I nodded, not trusting my voice. The clock ticked in the silence that followed, steady, merciless. Somewhere outside, a car door slammed, and I flinched before I could stop myself.

      Marge noticed. Of course she did. She didn’t say anything, just reached over and refilled my coffee cup. “You’ll tell me when you’re ready,” she said, her tone firm but kind. “Till then, we’ll sit here and drink our coffee. You’re not alone, Linda. I'm here for you.”

      Squeezing her hand, I nodded to her.

      I wanted to believe her. I really did. But as the gauzy fog lifted outside, a shadow moved across the street, and my stomach turned cold. Maybe it was just the mailman. Maybe it was something more. I felt a chill that had nothing to do with the temperature outside.

      I couldn’t shake the feeling that the footsteps from my dream had followed me into the waking world.
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          Miss Me?

        

      

    

    
      "I've got to get ready for work. Can I talk to you later?" I asked Marge as I put our mugs in the sink.

      "Sure honey. I'm just next door if you need me."

      "Thanks. Guess I better get a move on or I'll be late."

      "Come to supper after work. I'll fix something good," Marge said as she stood in the kitchen doorway. She had become such a dear friend to me, much more than just a landlady. I smiled and thought back to my first encounter with the strong-willed woman.

      Marge had found me sleeping in my car, parked along the side of the road near her cottage. Rapping on the car window, she startled me awake. Fearing I'd be arrested for vagrancy, I stared at the gray-haired, buxom woman. Instead, this kind soul took one look at me and my pile of belongings crammed into the back of the car and took a chance. She took me home with her and moved me into a one-bedroom efficiency apartment that had been converted from her separate garage. That was five years ago and I've been forever grateful ever since.

      Hurrying back into the bedroom, I dragged a comb through my shoulder-length brown hair then tugged on a pair of clean jeans and a blue fleece tunic. Days were getting cooler and shorter as October drew to a close. Winter was approaching. Some days it took the sun longer to burn off the morning coastal fog that crept ashore along the rugged northern California coastline. I steered my beat-up yellow VW Bug around the twisting curves of the narrow county road, past the low-hanging birch branches and under the towering redwood and cypress trees that clung to the hillside leading into town.

      By the time I reached the library, the fog had lifted, though a thin haze still clung to the edges of the hills. The air smelled faintly of moist eucalyptus and the ocean, that salty undercurrent that always reminded me how close Sebastopol was to the coast. As I parked the car and panned the familiar street, I told myself the dream was just a dream, that I was being foolish to let it follow me into daylight.

      Sebastopol looked like any other middle-class community with its Craftsman houses and mid-century styled ranchers that dotted the residential streets. Businesses occupied the few avenues that comprised the downtown. Government offices and fire stations separated the commercial district from homes. It was a peaceful town. A close-knit, friendly town where a person could get absorbed.

      On the corner, Maybelle hung the open sign in the window of her breakfast cafe. Maybelle's was a favorite gathering place. Across the street, I saw Susan drag out her display table filled with plastic buckets of cut flowers. Bunches of pink carnations, golden mums, white daisies, and red roses waved their colorful heads in the gentle morning breeze in front of the florist shop. Two women, chatting and laughing, entered the hair salon. Everything appeared normal. I took a deep breath and exhaled.

      The library was quiet, just the hum of the old heat pump and the faint creak of floorboards as I unlocked the front door. I switched on the lights, their glow spilling across the shelves in warm halos. The scent of paper and lemon polish comforted me more than any cup of coffee could.

      Routine was safety. Shelving books, checking returns, straightening displays. Tasks that asked little of me beyond order and concentrated focus. Working as a library clerk provided a small salary and didn't require more qualifications or paperwork that I'd be unable to produce. The librarian had believed my story of losing all my documents and identification in a house fire. Marge's vouching for me was enough of a recommendation for her. Gotta love small towns.

      As it is, every time I drove the VW, I kept my fingers crossed in fear of being pulled over one day and asked to show a driver's license that didn't exist.

      On my desk, someone had left a small stack of returned books and, beneath them, a folded slip of paper. I thought it might be a note from Helen, the head librarian. She always left reminders for me in her tidy, slanted handwriting.

      I slid the paper free.

      No signature. Just a few words scrawled in blue ink:

      Miss me?

      I froze. My breath caught in my throat. The letters … curved, confident, a little too heavy on the downstrokes … looked achingly familiar. My eyes traced the ink again and again until the image blurred.

      It couldn’t be.

      Eric.

      I told myself it was impossible. He was gone. Locked away. The police had promised me that on the day of his trial. He wasn’t supposed to be anywhere near me.

      I’d built my life again in this quiet town; tiny pieces glued back together.

      But my stomach twisted, the same sick, icy dread curling through me I hadn’t felt in years until now and those dreams.

      I looked around the library. The front door was still locked. The windows reflected only the stacks of books behind me. Everything looked normal. Safe.

      But the note sat there, proof that safety was an illusion.

      My hands trembled as I slipped it into my pocket. Maybe it wasn’t meant for me. Maybe some kid had left it as a joke. Maybe.

      I turned on the computer at the front desk, my fingers shaking over the keyboard. I typed California inmate search into the browser. The state corrections site loaded; the official seal stared back at me.

      I hesitated. My heart pounded so loudly I thought someone might hear it.

      Then I typed his name. Eric Wharton.

      For a long moment, the tiny hourglass just spun, searching. My reflection wavered in the monitor, pale and hollow-eyed. When the results appeared, my chest tightened.

      No active inmate by that name found.

      I read it again, disbelieving. Then again.

      I searched his name under inactive inmates.

      Released? Paroled? When? How?

      A chair creaked behind me and I jumped, my hand flying to the mouse to delete the screen. But it was only Helen, her cardigan draped over one arm, smiling like she always did. “Morning, Linda! You’re here early.”

      I forced a smile that felt brittle. “Morning.”

      She paused. “Everything all right? You look a little pale.”

      I nodded too quickly. “Just didn’t sleep well.”

      She clucked softly, sympathy in her voice. “You work too hard. Don’t let this place eat up all your energy.”

      I murmured something about being fine, but my gaze drifted to the window again. Outside, a white truck idled at the curb. A man in a cap sat behind the wheel. I couldn’t see his face clearly through the glare, but something about the angle of his shoulders made my heart stumble.

      The engine revved, and the truck pulled away.

      I stood there, pulse racing, the note burning like a brand in my pocket.

      Eric swore he'd find me if he ever got free. And maybe, just maybe, he already had.
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      Marge’s kitchen smelled like pot roast and rosemary, the type of meal that made the house feel sturdy and safe. Painted shiplap siding and red gingham seat covers added to the casual look of her cozy cottage. Sheaves of lavender, tied with faded ribbon, hung from the ceiling crossbeams next to bunches of sage and rosemary herbs. Nature's air fresheners.

      The lamplight was soft, golden, glinting off the polished wood table where two plates sat side by side. Marge had already said grace in her solemn way, and now she watched me with that same gentle patience that always made me feel seen.

      I pushed a carrot around my plate. My stomach was too tight to eat, but the warmth from the meal grounded me. In a voice barely above a whisper, I told her, “there was a note. At the library.”

      Marge set down her fork. “A note?”

      I nodded, feeling the pulse in my neck. “I think it was from Eric.” My fingers grasped the crumpled paper in my pocket. Sliding it across the table to Marge, I watched her read the short missive.

      The air between us shifted, heavier somehow. She didn’t speak right away, only reached for her water glass and waited. That was her way … never pushing, just waiting for the truth to spill out.

      "You can't be sure," Marge said.

      I took a breath and looked down at my hands. “It's gotta be him. I never told you about Eric. Not really.”

      Marge shook her head slightly. “No, you didn’t. But you can now, if you want.”

      The words came slowly at first, then faster, as if saying them out loud might somehow make them smaller, less important.

      “I met him when I was just seventeen. Back in Hamblin, where I grew up. Stupid, desert town with two stoplights and not much else. My sister and I used to go to the high school basketball games on Friday nights. Only excitement that jerk-water place offered. The whole town showed up, even if you didn’t care who won.”

      A faint smile tugged at the corner of my mouth. “He had a sexy smile and smoldering eyes that beckoned me. He was standing by the concession stand, wearing a worn leather jacket even though it was ninety degrees out. His blue eyes met mine. I couldn't look away and found myself walking toward him. Other girls tried to get near him, but he turned his back on them. Their eyes shot daggers of jealousy while their faces dared me as I neared him.

      Eric bought me a Coke, called me ‘sunshine.’ I thought that was the most romantic thing anyone had ever said to me.”

      Marge’s eyes softened. “You were just a girl.”

      “Yeah.” I laughed without humor. “Just a girl who thought she’d found her forever.”

      Staring into nothing, my mind pictured that dusty little town, high school, and Eric looking as if he'd stepped right off a movie screen, standing there like some cool Steve McQueen.

      I began to tell my friend the past story that I thought I had buried.
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      High school graduation! A happy time, meant to be the start of bigger and better things … college and careers, time to be an adult. I remember the day as if it was yesterday. My sister Carrie was there to cheer me on … no one else, not even Eric.

      I closed my eyes, watching my life playing in my head like some B-class Hollywood movie with me in the starring role. Only it was a film without a happy ending.

      My mother lived in a nursing home; her mind and memories had been stripped from her long ago by the devastating Alzheimer’s disease. She'd never know or even care about the important accomplishments in my life. She might as well be dead the way my father had abandoned her to that place. Amos Reiner never visited. He was rarely home, preferring to spend hours in his small hardware store or with his cronies at the VFW hall.

      Carrie and I stopped going to see Mom after the first two years. It felt futile. Our mother had become a stranger now. She didn't know us anymore, and we didn't know her. It was difficult to see her that way, and I admit, deep down, the guilt tore a hole in my heart. I realized she was still my mother in fact, but I couldn't help how I felt. She existed only in our memories of happier times, sweeter times, when we were children with both a loving mother and father.

      Eric and I had been dating for four months when he surprised me by suggesting we move in together. Get a place of our own, some place new. Maybe get married.

      "Come on, Molly. You know I love you. Let's get away from this hick town," Eric said as he hugged me tight and pleaded his case.

      "Leave home? Leave my dad and Carrie? Where would we go?"

      "You're eighteen now, you don't have to ask permission. Thought you said you loved me. Don't you want to build a life together?" Eric asked. He stared at me, his eyes searching mine.

      "Um, I do, but you know, this is a big deal. I kind of thought I'd start classes, maybe go to the community college in Riverside. It's free and I wanted to continue my education."

      "So? You can still do that if it means so much to you. What if we find a place in Riverside? You can be close to school and I've got a line on a job I can start. What do you say? Are you with me or not?" Eric said, pushing for an answer.

      I should have seen right then the darker side of his personality, but I was foolish and in love. Smiling, I nodded, then kissed him to seal my fate.

      The house was silent. Carrie had left a note saying she was at a movie with her friend Brenda. Who knew where Dad had gotten to? He spent less and less time
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