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      For Sarah, who taught me intent.
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      The blouse was pale, the colour of ivory, and as I watched, incredulous, three small drops of crimson seemed to spring from nowhere to the surface of the silk, and then, like ink on blotting-paper, rapidly to spread. I tugged down the blouse’s collar and saw beneath it, on her bare skin, a scratch, quite deep, evidently freshly made, still rising, still beading red. She dropped her gaze.

      ‘My little girl,’ she murmured. ‘She’s so eager for me to join her. I’m afraid she…isn’t always kind.’

      
        
        SARAH WATERS, THE LITTLE STRANGER
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      January 2011. Laurel Diamanté looked out the window of her four-hundred-dollar-a-week hotel room off Pioneer Square. It’s an off day. Normally at this time of year, the pelting rain would drive the homeless deeper into the dark recesses and under-explored burrows of Seattle, occasionally creating a comical juxtaposition of awkwardness during one of the city’s famed underground tours.

      But today was different. The sky was dense, an unrelenting gray blanket that covered the city to keep in the cold. No, it was a good day, she decided as she gathered her things and left her dingy quarters for the last time.

      The elevator was out of service again. The hotness at the back of her neck made her curse as she headed for the emergency exit. Down, down she went, struggling to keep her purse strap from sliding off the smooth shoulder of her waterproof raincoat as she carried the neatly wrapped present in both hands. Fortunately, it was only two flights.

      When she emerged, the usual malingerers were infesting the lobby. Unbathed old men mostly, single and immune to the foul weather that seeped in whenever anyone entered the building. Could they be of some use? No—too weak. Or drunk. There were plenty of other suitable candidates. Taking a last look at the forlorn, toothless denizens, she turned sharply and headed for the front desk to pay her bill.

      “Four hundred even,” the man with the lopsided haircut said. “Did you take anything from the honor bar?”

      “No.” She counted out four crisp one-hundred-dollar bills. “I don’t drink, and I don’t eat snacks.”

      “Okay.” He handed her a receipt and a card with a website address. “If you wouldn’t mind, could you fill out a survey online? Even better, how about posting a Yelp review?”

      “Sure thing.”

      She needed to get gas before heading to the office. The man at the front desk said goodbye, but she ignored him and walked briskly toward the door, which led to the parking structure. She spotted an ashtray stand next to the doorway and deposited the card on top of a pile of yellowed, soggy butts.

      One of Laurel’s tires was low. As she unlocked her car door, she hoped it wasn’t punctured. She would check it at the gas station. The heat radiating from her neck had transformed into a familiar, dull throbbing at her temples as she set the present on the passenger seat beside her purse and climbed in. Her bags were already in the trunk, along with everything else she needed. Nothing left to do now but get on the road.

      It wasn’t long before she’d gassed up her car and checked the tire pressure. Nothing was wrong with the car. A woman dressed in activewear had gotten into her vehicle as she pulled out. She shot in front of Laurel, causing her to slam on her brakes. The other woman stopped too. Infuriated, Laurel got out and marched up to the driver’s side window.

      “It was rude, I know,” the woman said. When she saw the strange, threatening look on Laurel’s face, she fumbled for the switch to raise her window.

      “A person could get killed driving like that.” Though her accuser smiled, her eyes were merciless.

      “I… I didn’t mean to…”

      “Uh-huh. You should be more careful.”

      “Yes,” the other woman said in a meek voice.

      “Have a nice day.”

      As Laurel stepped back, the flustered woman put her car in gear and shot out of the gas station, barely missing a homeless man with a gimpy leg.

      “Lucky for you I have other business,” she said.
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        * * *

      

      The day had gone quickly, and Laurel looked forward to getting things underway. Her friend of six months was quitting the Catholic social services agency, Mary’s Gift, and they were going out to celebrate. Laurel had given her the present at lunch, a porcelain figure of a cocker spaniel. Her friend loved dogs but was allergic.

      The plan was for Laurel to follow her friend to her house in Beacon Hill and drive them to dinner. When they left a little after five, the sky was already black, and it was raining hard. Though it seemed to rain constantly in Seattle, people had never learned how to drive safely. There was always some idiot who thought he could speed down Pike Street toward the fish market. The unexpected steepness of the grade would get the best of him, though, and there would be the inevitable fatal accident. She planned to be extra careful.

      “I’m starving,” her friend said as they got onto the I-90 toward Bellevue.

      “Me too.”

      “I really appreciate you driving. But did we really have to go so far for dinner?”

      “Oh, it’s not far. And I think you’re going to love the restaurant. So, what are your plans once you get to Phoenix?”

      “I might take off a few months before looking for work.”

      “I’ll miss you. And I understand—it’s this stupid weather.”

      As if to underscore the remark, the sky lit up with tentacles of white crackling lightning. The inevitable thunder followed.

      “I was thinking maybe I should go to Arizona too,” Laurel said.

      “That would be lovely! I was just getting to know you.”

      It took only fifteen minutes to get across the floating bridge. Laurel had already checked the directions and made her way easily to downtown Bellevue. On Bellevue Way NE, she spotted the building and, luckily, found parking on the street.

      “This place is beautiful!” her friend said as they entered.

      “I knew you’d like it.”

      Soon, they were seated. By the time her friend had returned from the restroom, their drinks were standing untouched on the table. Laurel raised her iced tea and toasted her friend, who’d treated herself to a martini since she wasn’t driving.

      “I wish you all the happiness in the world,” Laurel said.

      By the time the salads arrived, her friend felt unwell. She thought she should go to the restroom and splash cold water on her face. But when she tried standing, she became dizzy.

      “Oh, dear,” Laurel said. “Did they make the martini too strong?”

      “I feel so strange.”

      A concerned restaurant manager came over. “Is there anything I can do?”

      “My friend isn’t feeling well. Can you help me get her to our car?”

      The two of them pulled the other woman to her feet.

      “Oh, the bill,” Laurel said.

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      “Thank you.”

      Outside, the rain came down in sheets. Laurel and the manager helped the other woman into the car as a busboy held an impossibly large striped umbrella over them. Laurel thanked them and drove off, peering through the windshield to find her way to the I-90 south. She grabbed a fresh water bottle and handed it to her friend.

      “Here, drink this. You’re probably dehydrated.”

      “You’re such a good friend,” the woman said.
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        * * *

      

      Within hours, Laurel had maneuvered her car down a treacherous dark road and found the small parking lot inside Mt. Rainier National Park. The rain had abated—a good sign. She parked and looked over at her friend, who was unconscious. Turning around, she reached for her purse on the backseat and removed the martini glass she’d stolen from the restaurant. In all the confusion, no one had missed it.

      She got out and stood facing the public restrooms. It was quiet except for the howl of a sharp wind through the trees, and bitterly cold. She would have to work quickly. She dropped the glass and crushed it with her foot, destroying all evidence of the Ambien she’d used to incapacitate the victim.

      She opened the trunk. A folded plastic tarp and a coil of yellow nylon rope lay on top of her suitcases. Next to those were a neatly folded bundle of heavy clothing and a pair of waterproof hiking boots. She laid the tarp and the rope on the ground next to the car’s passenger side. Grabbing the clothes, she went into the restroom to change.

      Taking her time, Laurel opened the passenger door, turned the unconscious woman until her back faced the door, and hooked her arms under the other’s to drag her out. As she did so, the woman groaned. Laurel laid her on the tarp and tied it up at the feet. To make things easier for the short trip to the grave, she fashioned a noose and placed it around the victim’s neck.

      Now came the hard part. She would have to haul the body down the trail about a mile. She’d estimated it would take her less than an hour. Taking a quick look around her, she locked up the vehicle, draped the nylon rope over her shoulder and, like a logger, dragged the woman by the neck.

      As she made her way slowly, the tarp left a noticeable trail, as if some giant snake had slithered through the forest. She looked up at the sky. Clouds were moving in again. Soon it would rain, washing away all the evidence.

      “Why, Laurel?” she thought she heard the woman say.

      As she struggled over rocks and mud, which in places was inches thick, she answered the imagined question. Because it was all part of the plan—His plan. And she’d been promised a great reward—to know the unknowable. To lord it over the vermin, who did nothing more than occupy space.

      To be like a god.

      Laurel was sweating, despite the cold. Ignoring the vice-like pain in her head, she kept on. Eventually, she saw it up ahead—a tree trunk, its top bent completely over and back into the earth, forming the letter U. Opposite it, she knew, was a hollow.

      Stopping to catch her breath, she looked around her as if someone might be spying on them. She dragged the woman’s body up to the partially obscured entrance. Pausing to look at the sky, she climbed through, turned around, and pulled the body in the rest of the way.

      She’d already dug the grave the previous night. The shovel lay where she’d left it. The hole was partially filled with rainwater. No matter. Only one thing left to do before disposing of the evidence. She picked up the shovel. Standing over the woman’s body, she unrolled the tarp, exposing the head. Livid rope burns circumscribed her victim’s aged neck, and her eyes bulged from a lack of oxygen. By all rights, she should be dead.

      But she wasn’t.

      Her eyes searched Laurel’s face for a shred of mercy.

      “This is for the best,” her killer said.

      Straightening, she raised the shovel, and grunting, brought it down on the woman’s head. Through the wet, crunching noise, she thought she heard the pathetic creature mewling. Reveling in her victim’s suffering, she repeated the action two more times. When she was sure her friend was dead, she went about burying the body.

      As she emerged from the hollow, flushed with exertion and sweating under her heavy clothing, a wolf bayed somewhere far off. Everything was happening according to plan. Easy peasy.

      Her work here was done.
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      Tell me about the dream,” the psychologist said.

      January 2018. Sarah Greene looked at her hands. They were shaking. She rubbed her right wrist. It ached where they’d installed the titanium plate to stabilize her shattered bones three months earlier. She didn’t want to talk about her dreams—not to this woman, however well-meaning she was. She had only agreed to come at Joe’s insistence.

      He was worried about her, he said. So was her sister, Rachel. In fact, everyone she loved had practically ganged up on her, intervention style, to convince her she needed to go. That was before the holidays, which she used as an excuse to put it off. But this was January. Her anxiety and sleeplessness hadn’t gotten any better. So at last, here she was, wrist aching, nerves jangly, not wanting to say anything about her terrible night in the forest.

      She’d almost died.

      Why was she here again? Right, to get better. Better. It was what people said about patients in mental institutions. Fighting the dread, which made her wrist hurt all the more, she straightened herself out of a slouch and looked at her therapist.

      “It’s always the same—no, different. The walls are closing in. Those hands—thousands of them—are trying to grab me. Only this time, I can see his face. He’s the only one who isn’t shrieking in pain.”

      “Peter Moody?”

      “Yes.”

      She bit her lip until she tasted blood. She hated hearing his name. Saying it out loud was like giving him power.

      “When I wake up, I’m drenched. And I feel like I can’t breathe.” When the tears came, she didn’t fight them. “That monster took away my happiness and made me into this. I mean, look at me!”

      Dr. Roxanne Marsh sat back in her comfortable-looking royal blue wingback chair with the light blue piping running along the edges and around the seat cushion. She was a widow and favored knit pants with cardigans and chocolate-brown loafers. She could have easily been ninety.

      “Peter Moody is dead,” she said. Her tone was firm but kind. “He can’t control you unless you allow him to.”

      Sarah used a tissue to blow her nose. “I know, but it doesn’t change anything. He’s still in my head.”

      “What did you call it, your Wall of Souls dream?”

      “I’ve been having it since I was fifteen.”

      The therapist referred to her yellow legal pad. “Ah, after your friend died.”

      “Alyssa.”

      “Mm. But you don’t have it all the time?”

      “I didn’t use to. Usually, it precedes Alyssa’s appearance. This must all sound very⁠—”

      “Everything is relevant.”

      Sarah couldn’t tell where the kindly old woman with the silver pageboy cut stood on the whole paranormal thing. Was she a fan? Or was she simply humoring her patient to get her to open up about what was really bothering her? A bad childhood? Or a drug problem? She squirmed on the love seat, whose colors matched those of the wingback chair.

      “Are you taking the Prazosin?” Dr. Marsh said.

      Sarah had forgotten all about her medication. She felt like a child who’d lied about having cleaned her room. And it didn’t help that the woman, who insisted on being called Roxanne, had an English accent. When Mary Poppins turned ninety, would she prefer chocolate brown loafers?

      “No, I… I don’t like how I feel. It makes me too tired. And nauseous.”

      The therapist wrote something down. “There are other drugs. Check with your doctor.”

      Sarah’s English bone china teacup sat untouched on the small rosewood side table. The room wasn’t like an office at all. It was pleasant, and the wallpaper reminded her of a dayroom she’d seen once in Architectural Digest. Through the window, thorns like snake teeth jutted out of barren rose bushes. But there were no blooms. In January, everything was asleep. Or dead.

      Dr. Marsh got up slowly, and placing her notepad and pen on the chair, sat next to her patient. Sarah was forced to admit she looked like a caring woman—someone who must have been through a lot herself. Sarah wondered if she’d ever had children. Will I ever make it to ninety?

      “My dear,” the English woman said, “you’ve been through something quite extraordinary.”

      Sarah avoided the blue-gray eyes, which were as clear as crystal. “I almost died.”

      “But now, you’re here with me in this safe place. I can see you’re quite intelligent. You know in your heart, none of what happened was your fault.”

      “My fault?”

      “And you’re also smart enough to know…” The therapist took both her hands, careful not to squeeze the injured one. “You are a strong woman. And in time, with my help, you will heal.”

      That did it. Hot tears poured down Sarah’s cheeks. Reddening, she wanted to shrink into nothingness, like the blurry, unstable image on an old-fashioned TV when you ripped the plug from the wall. But she answered, barely able to get out the words.

      “Roxanne, I was so scared. He⁠—”

      “Shh. I know, dear. But he’s well and truly gone.”

      Gone maybe. But not forgotten.

      Reaching back, the therapist picked up a box of tissues. When she handed it to Sarah, she looked up, as if something had just occurred to her.

      “You know, I’m glad you stopped the medication,” she said and got to her feet. Then, looking at the side table, “Oh. I’m afraid your tea’s gone cold.”

      She took the cup and left the room. A sense of calm settled over Sarah. She was safe here and was glad she’d agreed to come. Roxanne returned with a fresh cup and handed it to her patient.

      “Drink up,” she said, settling into the blue chair. “It’s chamomile, with a kiss of honey.”

      Though she preferred coffee, Sarah sipped the beverage. “It’s nice. Thank you.”

      “Now, I’d like you to try something for me, and when we meet again next week, you can tell me how it went. Okay?”

      “Sure.”

      “Yoga.”

      Sarah scrunched her nose. “Really?”

      “It might help you relax. I’m not what you would call religious. But I know this—what you’re going through is of a spiritual nature. Yoga is the great equalizer, no matter your faith.”

      “Have you been talking to Father Donnelly behind my back?”

      The therapist’s laugh was light and cheerful. “He’s your priest? No, I have not. But anyone with a brain can see the problem. Well, that’s enough for today, I think.”

      The women rose and headed out of the office to the waiting room, where Joe Greene sat, staring at his phone. When he saw them, he got to his feet and gathered his ex-wife’s leather jacket and purse.

      At the door, Roxanne took Sarah’s hands again. The therapist’s were spotted, the skin soft and shiny.

      “Promise you’ll try yoga straight away.”

      “Okay, I will. Thanks for everything.”

      As Sarah headed out the door, Joe extended his hand. “Thank you for agreeing to see her.”

      “You’re welcome.” She waited until her patient had gone outside. Then, “She’s lovely, Joe. And I trust you’ll do everything you can to see her through this?”

      Something in the way she’d said those words disconcerted him. It was almost as if she knew something—something bad.

      “All right,” he said, unsure of what he was signing up for.

      “Good. There isn’t a moment to lose.”

      From the doorway, she watched as he helped Sarah into his truck. In the sky behind them, gray clouds gathered over the city like slow-moving giants.

      “I do hope it rains,” Dr. Marsh said.
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        * * *

      

      “I appreciate you coming with me,” Sarah said.

      They were on the 154, leaving Santa Barbara and heading north toward Dos Santos. She glanced at the Apple watch he’d given her for Christmas. It wasn’t even eleven yet.

      “No problem. You like her, right?”

      “Yeah. Although I’m supposed to try yoga for my PTSD now.”

      “Instead of the meds? I seem to recall you going down this road before.”

      “Yeah. I do like her, though.”

      Recognizing the tenor of her own voice, she wondered if she was lying. No, she decided—she felt relieved, as if Roxanne had shown her a way out. She’d try yoga and put this horrible nightmare behind her.

      In college, she’d taken a free yoga class the PE Department had offered to all incoming freshmen. Despite the occasional ghost phenomena invading her thoughts, she’d enjoyed it. But she hadn’t loved it, and as a result, she didn’t sign up for the next one.

      “Early lunch?” Joe said.

      “Sure, why not?”

      Walking up to the entrance of The Cracked Pot, Sarah hesitated. Would they stare at her? Apparently, the whole town knew what had happened at Devil’s Bluff, thanks to her friend’s story in the Dos Santos Weekly last fall. And though three months had passed, she had the sense people thought she might be—what was the word?—unstable.

      When they were inside, she headed for a booth in the back. No sooner had they sat when Carter Wittgenstein appeared carrying two cups of freshly brewed Guatemalan Antigua coffee. The girl’s signature choppy bob looked a little shaggier. And she’d added metallic purple highlights to her almost jet-black hair. Sarah thought they were very becoming.

      “I had a feeling I’d see you guys.” Carter touched Sarah’s arm. “How’re you doing, Special Agent Starling?”

      “I’ve gone off my meds,” her friend said.

      “I’ll warn the staff. So, late breakfast? Lunch?”

      Sarah had been coming to The Cracked Pot for so long, she’d memorized the menu. She considered for a moment.

      “Blueberry pancakes.”

      The girl never wrote anything down and waited for Joe to order.

      “And I’ll have…the same.”

      “I’m warning you,” Carter said as she walked away. “You’re both getting a crap ton of bacon. My treat.”

      He sipped his coffee. “So, I assume seeing Dr. Marsh was a good idea after all?”

      “It was. Speaking of which, you never told me how you found her.”

      “Oh, thought I had. Your dad recommended her.”

      “Eddie? Wow, I didn’t see that coming. I wonder how he knows her. I’ll have to ask him about it.”

      She reached across the table and took his hand. “Thanks for, you know, insisting. I, um… I guess I didn’t realize how badly the incident affected me. Oh, crap.”

      “What?”

      “I’m such a yutz. I never thought to ask how all this has been affecting you.”

      He hesitated. “I… Well, I’m not having any nightmares. I guess the new project helps me forget.”

      “I wish I could. How’s the renovation coming, by the way? No hidden rooms with cursed objects, I hope?”

      “No, thank God. Just a routine job.”

      “Can I ask you something? Does it bother you at all having to stay with me?”

      “What? No, it’s fine.”

      “Are you sure? Because I don’t want you to think I’m trying to get my ex-husband back. But at night⁠—”

      He kissed her hand. “Come on. We’ve known each other too long. I like us being together—always have. Hey, maybe you can break your leg next time.”

      She was about to respond when Carter returned with two oversize plates of pancakes. Another server was right behind her, carrying a platter of thick-cut bacon.

      “I’ll be back with more coffee,” the girl said. “Oh, I forgot the syrup.”

      “Take your time.”

      Sarah tried her food, then watched Joe eat his instead. She couldn’t stop thinking about Devil’s Bluff. If he hadn’t shown up when he did—Lou and him—she would’ve fallen to her death for sure, just like Peter Moody aka Michael Peterson. But he did come, Sarah.

      Carter watched them from across the room, a curious expression on her face. The moment they made eye contact, the girl pivoted and marched into the kitchen. Okay, it wasn’t Sarah’s imagination. Something was up.

      “Joe?” she said. “Do you think we’ll ever find a buyer for Casa Abrigo? I mean, it’s been ages.”

      He set down his fork and wiped his mouth with his napkin.

      Uh-oh, I’m right. Is it something bad? Please, God. Don’t let it be something bad. Did the property burn down in some kind of holy fire? Stop it, Sarah, and let the man talk.

      “I was waiting for the right time to tell you. We sold Casa Abrigo. We’ll be in escrow by the end of the week.”

      The news took her breath away. “I-I can’t believe it. But who would want to… I mean, it’s beautiful and all. But after what happened? Everybody in town knows the story. What, did you sucker some out-of-town rich guy into buying the place?”

      “You never know. Feel up to taking a ride?”

      “To Casa Abrigo? Oh, I don’t know…”

      “This is a good thing, I promise.”

      She stared at the scar on her wrist. The dark, irregular line seemed to spell out a warning.

      He put away his phone and got out his keys. “Fr. Donnelly has already blessed the house, remember?”

      She tried finding the deception in his eyes. “What are you up to?”

      “Nothing,” he said, looking guilty as hell. “Finish your bacon so we can go.”
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        * * *

      

      Though she hadn’t wanted ever to set foot on the property again, Sarah felt she needed to trust Joe. Getting past her dread of this place was part of her therapy, she told herself. Even though being here again made her feel weak, as she had when fighting for her life on the cursed cliff. Trust Joe.

      He pulled into the newly paved driveway and parked. For a moment, she wondered why there weren’t any trucks outside and had to remind herself the house was finished. She gazed up at the roof, looking for ravens. Then she got out.

      A vehicle, which resembled her friend’s MINI Cooper, sat parked down the street. Though nervous, she had to admit the house looked beautiful. The landscaping was complete with newly planted trees. The rich green lawn and the freshly painted exterior gave the impression of an expensive Spanish-style home you might see in neighboring Montecito.

      She expected to sense the evil presence resulting in her near-death experience. She was certain it was waiting for her inside, unseen and ready to take her. But as she touched the door handle, she felt nothing other than the sting of cold brass. It’s a house.

      Before opening the door, she turned to him. “This isn’t one of those lame surprise parties?”

      “Nope. Go on, open it.”

      As the door swung open, Carter was standing in the foyer, wearing a black-and-white striped shirt, pencil skirt, and her trademark Doc Martens.

      “Well, hello there,” she said.

      “Okay, I’m really confused,” Sarah said as her friend embraced her. “Are you two getting married?”

      Joe laughed. “Meet the new proud owner of Casa Abrigo.”

      Carter looked at her friend hopefully. After a long silence, she said, “Well, say something. What do you think?”

      Sarah felt dizzy, as if she’d passed through a portal into an alternate reality. Though someone was speaking, she couldn’t make out the words and forced herself to focus.

      “I came into my money recently,” the girl said. “And I thought if I’m gonna settle down in Dos Santos, I needed a house.”

      “Sure, but⁠—”

      “And since I fell in love with Casa Abrigo the first time I saw it—even with all the paranormal shenanigans—I thought, why not?”

      Fighting the urge to run, Sarah looked past her at the flawless interior. The tile, the staircase, the lighting. It was all so beautiful. Was this really happening?

      “I need a drink,” Sarah said.

      “Perfect timing.” Joe trotted over to the kitchen.

      Moments later, a cork popped. As she took in the pristine dining room, he returned with a tray of champagne flutes. He handed one to Carter, then Sarah. Taking his, he raised his glass.

      “To Casa Abrigo,” he said. “Officially ghost free.”

      Everyone clinked glasses and tasted the champagne.

      “By the way,” he said to Sarah, “you’re drinking a Roederer Cristal 1964.”

      She took another sip. “From the wine cellar?”

      “You bet. Look, I know we talked about splitting everything between us. But I felt our new client needed a good wine collection to go with the house.”

      “I hope you don’t mind,” the girl said to her friend.

      Sarah bit down on her tears and held her close. “Now I know where to come for a tasting. Honestly, Carter, this is wonderful news. I’m so happy for you.”

      “I hoped you would be.”

      “Sorry I was a little off-kilter.” She hugged the girl again. “So, when did you turn twenty-five?”

      “Two weeks ago. I didn’t want anyone to make a big deal out of it. You remember when I was gone a few weekends ago? I went to see my parents to sign papers and stuff. It’s official. I’m rich—or well off, I guess.”

      “Happy belated birthday. And I owe you a present. Something for the house, I think.”

      “There’s really no need, but thanks.” Carter looked away. “It’s just that… Well, after what happened… Joe and I didn’t wanna, you know, upset you.”

      “No, I get it. Look, I know I’ve been a handful lately. But I’m better now. I think. So, I suppose you’ll be having your band practices here?”

      “Actually…”

      “Uh-oh.”

      “The others missed San Francisco. They asked me if I wanted to come, and I told them I wanted to stay here.”

      “Well, I’m glad you did. But I am sad about the band. You guys sounded great. So, what are you doing about furniture? And don’t say IKEA.”

      The girl finished her champagne and burped. “Excuse me. It’ll take some time. First, I need to find an interior designer⁠—”

      “What are you talking about? You’ve got me.”

      “Really?”

      “Of course. And I come cheap. Well, I do expect a decent wine now and again.”

      The women high-fived. Carter insisted on conducting a tour, which made Sarah even more anxious. They spent the afternoon going room by room, planning the décor. Soon, Sarah felt herself getting into the spirit—until they reached Peter Moody’s room. When the girl saw the look on her friend’s face, she closed the door.

      “I already know what I’m doing in there.”

      By the time they’d returned downstairs, Sarah felt better. She stood in the spacious dining room, imagining the house filled with furniture and accessories. Gazing at one of the blank terra fresco walls, she decided on the perfect birthday present. She would purchase Carter a painting.

      On the drive home, she closed her eyes, savoring the effects of the champagne.

      “I’m glad you didn’t tell me,” she said. “I was feeling so down about everything. And a surprise like this, well. It was magical. Thanks.”

      “No charge. Want to pick up something for dinner?”

      “Nope. I feel like cooking.”

      “Hey, things will be different now. How about we just, you know, enjoy life for a while?”

      She touched his arm. “Sounds good.”

      As they made their way down San Marcos Pass Road toward the town, she thought she saw someone standing off to the side near the trees. Turning, she recognized Alyssa, barefoot. She was distraught. Sarah closed her eyes and tried pretending it was all a dream. She didn’t see ghosts. It was merely pretend, like when she was little.

      But she knew better. The spirit of her best friend had appeared again to deliver a dark message. Not about Casa Abrigo—Sarah was sure of it. Something new was coming, and she wasn’t ready. Though Roxanne had assured her she was strong, Sarah felt as though she would shatter at any moment. And what would follow? Madness?

      “You okay?”

      Joe’s voice startled her. Taking a breath, she looked at him and smiled serenely.

      “Everything’s fine,” she said.
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      Sarah didn’t understand why Carter wanted to live at Casa Abrigo. There were plenty of other nice properties. In fact, her friend could afford to purchase a vacant lot somewhere nice and build the perfect custom home. Though the house on San Marcos Pass Road was ghost free, as Joe and Fr. Brian had assured her, she had the sense that, because of Peter Moody’s influence, it was and would always be cursed.

      As she parked off Anacapa Street and followed the familiar path to the parish office at Our Lady of Sorrows, she made it a point to avoid looking at the field in the Notre Dame School across the street. Occasionally, she’d seen her dead fourth grade teacher, Mrs. Lech. Sadly, she recalled the woman had never taken a vacation. Was she doomed to spend the rest of eternity as a ghostly playground monitor?

      Unable to resist, she sneaked a look. Nothing. Just girls in Belair Plaid skirts, white polos, and navy sweaters playing soccer as living, breathing teachers watched. When she entered the office, the parish secretary, Mrs. Ivy, was at her computer typing, a tepid cup of tea next to her keyboard.

      “Hi, Sarah,” she said. “Fr. Brian will be with you in a minute.”

      Mrs. Ivy had been at Notre Dame since Sarah was in first grade. How old was she? Sarah took a seat on the long wooden bench, which straddled the wall. She recalled how she used to volunteer in the office starting in sixth grade. Then she perused the school photos on the wall, some dating back to her time there.

      When the secretary wasn’t looking, she lifted a frame with an index finger. The door opened, and she saw Fr. Brian Donnelly’s twinkling Irish eyes.

      “Come on in,” he said.

      His office never changed, which was a comfort to her. There were teetering stacks of books—the priest was a voracious reader—and unruly piles of unfiled papers she assumed Mrs. Ivy would get around to at some point. And everything was graced with the scent of British Sterling. She stared at a photo of Pope John Paul II amid throngs of the faithful. Shit, I wonder if…

      “We removed it,” he said. “Ages ago.”

      She looked at him innocently, not wanting to admit the truth. Then, “Oh.”

      He laughed. “Whatever possessed you to stick your gum behind our Holy Father?”

      “I didn’t want to get caught.”

      “I see,” he said, relaxed at his desk. “What can I do for you? You’re not here to talk about the Joe situation?”

      She blanched. Ever since the Peter Moody incident, she had insisted Joe move in, though they hadn’t actually been having sex. She was too frightened to be alone and needed him close. Just not too close.

      At first, Joe had agreed to sleep in the guest bedroom, which she’d finally cleared out and made habitable. But when the new nightmare came, he had gone to her as soon as she woke up screaming. That night, he’d done nothing more untoward than lie with her in bed, holding her until she fell asleep.

      The next night, she asked him to stay in her bed. They hadn’t had anything to drink because At the time, she was taking Prozasin for her PTSD. Then again, she and Joe had never needed alcohol as an excuse for romance. As he lay there gently stroking her hair, she kissed him. Aroused, he pulled her close, and before she knew it, he was massaging her breasts and kissing her neck.

      A feeling of intense panic came over her, and for the first time ever, she pushed him away as if he were attacking her. Unsure of what to do, he returned silently to the other room, leaving her confused and alone. After a sleepless night, she’d planned to apologize, but when she went downstairs, she discovered Joe had already left for work.

      “Sarah?” Fr. Donnelly said.

      “I’m not here to talk about…you know.”

      “Okay. You’re a grown woman. You know the score. So how’s the therapist working out?”

      “She gave me a suggestion. Yoga.”

      “Interesting.”

      “Said what I was going through was spiritual. Which is funny because she doesn’t consider herself to be religious.”

      Fr. Brian thought a moment. “There are people who are spiritual without being aware. It’s as if they have a God-given intuition, which lets them truly see. Even though they themselves may not acknowledge where the gift comes from.”

      “And you think Dr. Marsh⁠—”

      “Might be one of those people, yes. So, what did you come here for?”

      Her eyes stung as she thought again about what had happened at Devil’s Bluff. It was as fresh in her mind as ever, even though so much time had passed. The running. The pleading for him to release her. And finally, the hundreds of ravens who tore her attacker to shreds and, blinding him, sent him hurtling to his death off the dark cliff.

      “What happened to Peter Moody?” she said. “The birds, I mean. Did I witness a miracle?”

      The priest’s eyes darkened. “Miracles are normally associated with something good—not a man’s death.”

      “But something good did happen, Father. I was saved.”

      “True. Often, we don’t know why things happen. We must continue to trust in God. And pray. Eventually, everything becomes clear, and we can see our true path.”

      “Practicing your homily for Sunday?” she said.

      “How do you like it so far?”

      “Not bad.” She got up and shook his hand. “But I’d leave out the part about the ravens. You know, for the kids.”

      “Indeed.” He leaned forward. “Listen, I’m sensing there was something else you wanted to discuss.”

      “I…”

      She massaged her wrist, something she’d been doing since the cast came off. Though she avoided eye contact, she knew he was watching her. Reluctantly, she sat.

      “That night,” she said, “Peter told me something. He said someone had found me through the mirror.”

      “The spirit of the girl, I thought.”

      “No, someone else. It was the way he said it, as if it was a person—or thing—more powerful than him. He told me they wanted me dead, and Peter was just following orders.”

      “The ravings of a madman, perhaps?”

      “No, I don’t think so.” Her eyes filled with tears. “I’m so frightened—I don’t want to die. Not like this.”

      Fr. Brian rose and came around the desk. Gently, he helped her to her feet and embraced her as she wept.

      “I’m praying for you, and I said a Mass. But you must try to be strong. I can’t pretend to know God’s mind. But I know this. He loves His children. And if you believe, He will show you the way.”

      She grabbed some tissues from his desk and blew her nose. “I’m such a mess.”

      “No. You’ve been hurt. You’re being human. Promise me you’ll try and rest. I want you to come and see me again.”

      “I will. Thanks for the pep talk. And the tissues.”

      As she made her way to her car, she thought about what the priest had said. She would have to be strong, but she wasn’t sure she was up to it. A flock of crows was perched on the playground equipment of the kindergarten across the street. They reminded her of the ravens. Strangely, she hadn’t noticed any at Casa Abrigo on her last visit. Was this God’s way of saying things were getting better? She hoped so.

      For Carter’s sake.
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      When Sarah returned to Greene Realty, the offices were busier than normal for a January. Blanca, the assistant, was speaking Spanish to a young, eager couple. The mother held a baby boy who looked to be around one. From the conversation, Sarah understood they were new in town and were looking for a house to rent. Her sister stood outside her office with another couple. When she saw Sarah, she waved.

      “Thank goodness,” Rachel said. Then to the couple, “Sarah will take care of you.”

      She extended her hand. “Hi, I’m Sarah Greene.”

      “I’m Robert, and this is my fiancée, Stacey.”

      “Nice to meet you,” she said. Then to her sister, “Thanks, Rache.”

      Sarah escorted the couple into her office to take down their information. Though it wasn’t even two, she hadn’t planned on showing any properties and wanted nothing more than to go home to rest.

      “I can show you guys a few listings on my computer, but I’m afraid we’ll have to wait until tomorrow to see anything in person.”

      The man seemed disappointed and exchanged a look with his fiancée. “We were really hoping to see something today.”

      “Well, we do have a condo here on Dos Santos Boulevard. It’s a two-bedroom. Would you like to check it out? We can walk.”

      Her clients’ faces lit up. “Yes,” the woman said.

      “Great. Let me print the listing.”

      In a few minutes, Sarah was leading the eager couple out by way of The Cracked Pot, where she’d bought them cappuccinos. They continued walking south toward the condo complex. Ignoring her emotional exhaustion, she played tour guide, pointing out all the trendy shops and restaurants.

      She recognized an elderly couple she’d seen off and on downtown. They were getting into a 1966 Buick Skylark GS with dull beige paint and a broken taillight. A faded bumper sticker read Don’t Worry Be Happy and featured a yellow smiley face. She had never paid attention to them before. Now she watched them more carefully. She assumed they were married, yet they seemed distant toward one another—almost as if the other didn’t exist.

      As she walked past the vehicle with her clients, something moved in the backseat. She wanted to look closer, but there was no way to do it without being obvious. As the couple drove off, she thought she saw a girl with haunted eyes staring out the rear window, her shadowed face and hands pressed against the glass.

      “Is this it?” the man said to her.

      When she turned, she saw the wary look on their faces. “Yes, we’re here.”

      Later, when she returned to Greene Realty alone, Sarah headed directly for her sister’s office “Rachel, you need to get your real estate license.”

      “What? Why?”

      “So we can switch jobs. Robert and Stacey? Yeah, they’re never coming back.”

      “They didn’t like the condo?”

      “They loved it.” She looked away. “They didn’t love me. I think I might’ve creeped them out.”

      When she wiped away a tear, her sister got up and held her.

      “I can’t help what I see,” Sarah said. “I must’ve said something—I don’t remember. Something about ghosts. They got very quiet. And when we were outside again, they thanked me and practically sprinted down the sidewalk.”

      Rachel kissed her sister’s cheek. “Come on. Tapas time.”

      “I can’t, I⁠—”

      “Don’t say no.”

      “I promised Joe I’d cook tonight. Oh, what the hell. I’d probably mess that up too. Do you think Katy will mind if you’re a little late?”

      “I’ll give her a call and meet you over there.”

      “Okay. Thanks.”

      It was nearly five, and El 600 was already filling up. Sarah found a table near the window and slid in. When she was settled, she texted Joe, asking if he wanted takeout. He declined. When the server came over, she ordered two Priorats and a selection of tapas.

      She watched as Rachel crossed the street and walked in. Her sister was beautiful, and it pained Sarah to see her alone. Despite her own complicated situation, she often prayed Rachel would meet someone special and remarry.

      “Wow, busy,” her sister said.

      Sarah handed her a glass and clinked hers against it. “Here’s to my next career.”

      “Stop. You had one little setback.”

      Soon, the server reappeared with the food. After saying a blessing, the women ate and talked. Sarah was beginning to think Rachel was right. Things would get better. But a voice in the back of her head warned her not to get too comfortable. She’d seen Alyssa, which meant only one thing—something terrible was coming.

      “Pretty shifty of you,” Sarah said, helping herself to the gambas al ajillo.

      “What?”

      “Not telling me about Carter purchasing Casa Abrigo.”

      “Not my fault—I was sworn to secrecy. By the way, I have a ton of papers for you to sign. How do you feel about it?”

      “I don’t know. I mean, I’m happy? Ish. I guess it’s time for someone to make some good memories there.”

      “Agreed.” Her sister stood. “Save me some shrimp.”

      Rachel had made it halfway to the restrooms when a loud clap rattled the window, startling Sarah. A homeless man with no teeth and swollen, crazy eyes was glaring at her. His greasy hands were pressed to the glass. And he was saying something she unintelligible, gesturing in a way that suggested he did not know sign language.

      A police cruiser happened to be passing, and letting go a short siren, pulled over immediately. When the man saw the cops getting out, he grinned toothlessly and shuffled away.

      Rachel returned, and taking her seat, glanced out the window. “Did something happen?”

      “I think I’m going to need another drink,” Sarah said.
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        * * *

      

      Sarah parked her black Ford Galaxie 500 XL in the garage and walked into the house through the kitchen, where Joe was cooking something that smelled wonderful. He hadn’t done this since the time she pushed him out of her bed. Eventually, they got past the fiasco, and during the day, things were fine between them. But at night…

      “I had no idea you were here,” she said. “Where’s your truck?”

      “It’s getting new tires. Manny dropped me.”

      She sidled up to him and looked at what was cooking in the pan. She recognized olive oil, garlic, mushrooms, and onions.

      “So, are you trying to be the perfect man?”

      “I thought I already was.”

      Before she could change her mind, she turned him around and kissed him full on the lips. “You definitely are.”

      Gently, he pulled away and tried to look busy. Shit, he’s still mad.

      “There were chicken breasts in the freezer,” he said. “I’ll get the pasta going, and we’ll be eating shortly. I assume you’re hungry.”

      “Always.”

      She opened the refrigerator and took out an ice-cold bottle of Orvieto. Then she poured two glasses and handed one to Joe.

      “Thanks. So, how was the meeting with Fr. Donnelly?”

      “Fine. I asked him if he thought those ravens were a miracle. As per
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