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        Seven Years Ago

      

      

      

      The last day before school let out for the holiday.

      Dana might just make it, though she was more than ready for a break.  Teaching eighteen rambunctious Kindergarteners was a mixed blessing.  Some years were amazing, others challenging.  This year, with five summer birthday students making her class very young for grade level, was challenging.  The break would give her time to catch up and rejuvenate.

      As well as the holidays, this was the time of year she always planned her summer trip.  Where would she go this year?  Brazil? The Galapagos Islands?  The Highlands in Scotland?  Just thinking about a new adventure had excitement bubbling in her stomach.

      She finger-combed her short red hair and then walked down the hallway of Brook Haven Elementary on the outskirts of Phoenix, Arizona, and made her way to the principal’s office, steeling herself for her annual review.  Why her palms were damp, she had no idea.  Mr. Walker had never been anything less than pleased with her teaching.

      The receptionist, Mrs. Clark, was tied up, reprimanding two upper-grade students for being late to class.  She nodded to Dana without breaking her stride.  “Mr. Walker will be with you in just a second, Dr. Perkins.”

      Dana sat down to wait.

      Minutes later, the kids were sufficiently chastised and left to return to class.

      Another minute or two and Mr. Walker, a man in his late fifties with graying hair at his temples and serious black-framed glasses, smiled and ushered Dana into his office.  “Sit, Dr. Perkins.  Sit.”

      “Thank you.”  She smoothed her peacock-blue skirt over her knees.

      A solid twenty pounds overweight, he returned to his chair behind his desk and sat down with a hefty grunt.  His chair springs groaned.  “How are you?”

      “Great.”  She hated this small talk.  Just give her the review and let her return to her classroom.  “I promised the sub I’d be back before the kids go to lunch—in fifteen minutes.  Sorry, but she has an appointment and can’t be late.”  He should be well aware of that since the appointment was with him—an interview, actually.

      His thick glasses distorted his eyes, but he smiled.  “Well, I expect we should get to it then.”  Reaching over, he tugged a file onto his blotter and opened it, letting his gaze slide down the page.  “Exemplary, as always.”  He removed his glasses, parked them atop the open file.  “May I ask why you refuse to teach anything other than Kindergarten?  With your dual Ph.D.s in education and psychology, Dr. Perkins, you would be an asset to any of our students, particularly to those soon to move on to middle school.  You know this as well as I do, of course, yet you’ve consistently refused to even consider moving to another grade-level.  Are you still of that mindset?”

      “I am.”

      He waited for her to continue and when she didn’t, he nudged.  “I’m curious as to why.”

      Dana could simply brush by the answer as she had in the previous four times he had asked.  But if she did, he would just revisit it again in her review next year.  She might as well put the matter to rest.  “If I start them out right, they’ll love school their whole lives.  I want that for the children.”  The majority of her students were from low-income families.  They, and their parents, had plenty of struggles already.  If she could spare them this one, and gift their kids with a love for learning, then she needed to do it.

      “Because you had a teacher who started you out right?” he asked, then shrugged.  “I’m guessing that teacher inspired you and that motivated you to get advanced degrees at nineteen.”

      “I’ve always had a love for learning.”

      He parked his chin on his folded hand.  “So your Kindergarten teacher did inspire you, then?”

      There it was.  She could refuse to answer or lie and spare that teacher, but she couldn’t do both.

      “By your silence, I’m guessing she didn’t inspire you.”

      “No,” Dana opted for the truth.  “I’m sorry to say, she did not.“

      “Ah, so you’re going to make sure that doesn’t happen to other children.”

      Dana smiled, and held her tongue.

      “Do you have any recommendations for us this year?”

      “Only one, beyond the list I sent to the grade-level chair two weeks ago.”  Mrs. Gray had managed to accept the recommendations without a moan or an eye-roll, at least where Dana could see her.  She checked her watch.  Seven minutes to get back to her class.  The walk would take three of them.  “Liz Talbot is hands-down the best teacher being interviewed to replace Meg Brennan.”  She was going out on maternity leave starting today and wouldn’t be back for several months.

      “Under consideration.”  He tapped her file.  “Everything looks good, then.  As always, we’re thrilled with your methods and results and we’re glad you stay with us.  I personally appreciate your dedication to Brook Haven, Dana.”  He seated his glasses back at the bridge of his nose.  “I know Titan Park Elementary has been trying to lure you to teach over there for a few years now.”

      “I’ve consistently refused.”

      He didn’t seem to understand why.  Many would prefer teaching the upper-crust students at Titan Park.  “It’s a much newer facility in the best neighborhood in the district,” he reminded her.  “Their heating system always works.”

      “I’m aware of that, Mr. Walker,” Dana said, then stood up.  “Titan Park gets more money, has smaller class sizes, more parental involvement, and more of the incoming students have been enrolled in two years of early childhood education before coming to us.  They have educational advantages.”

      “Those advantages would make your job easier.”

      Dana barely withheld a frown.  “Are you trying to get me to leave?”

      “Of course not.”  He lost his smile.  “You’re an enigma, Dr. Perkins.  I can’t figure out why, when you could have an easier job with better conditions, you choose to work here, for me, where half the time to get heat or air-conditioning, we must bang on the pipes with a wrench.”

      “I have sweaters.”

      “You’re deliberately avoiding answering the question.”

      She was, and he’d wearied of it.  “It’s no great mystery, Mr. Walker.  I’m not seeking easy.  I’m hoping to make a difference.”  She should stop there, but she didn’t.  “Those kids don’t need me.”  She hiked a shoulder.  “These kids do.”

      “That is a fact.”  He noted her checking her watch again, but asked anyway, “Do you still have a perfect record?”

      He teased her about this in each of the four reviews she’d had since starting at Brook Haven.  The first year, when she told him her goal was that every student in her class would leave it reading, he’d laughed at her, and reminded her seven of her students couldn’t yet identify their letters.  But at the end of the school year, when her students had achieved that goal, he hadn’t laughed, and he hadn’t failed since to ask her if she still had a perfect record.  Her answer was always the same.  “So far.”  Her students worked very hard.

      “Excellent.” He clapped his palms.  “Inspiring.  Truly inspiring.”

      Her face heated.  “Thank you.”

      The wrinkled skin between his eyebrows bunched.  “I also wanted to ask if you’d be interested in taking the grade-level chair position next year.”

      “No.”  Again, she glanced at her watch.  “But thank you for the offer.”

      “Very well.  Maybe we’ll revisit that after winter break.”  He waved a hand, making circles in the air.  “Hurry on, then, or you’ll be late…and so will Miss Talbot.”

      Dana smiled.  “Thanks, Mr. Walker.”  She rushed out of his office.
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      Her favorite sub had Dana’s eighteen students lined up in single file just inside the classroom door.

      “Thanks,” Dana told her.  “Did I cut it too close?”

      “We’re good.  I added a ten minute buffer,” Liz Talbot whispered.  “You never know if Mr. Walker is going to be more or less talkative until you get in there.”

      Wasn’t that the truth?  Dana smiled.  “Good luck in the interview.  You’ll do great.”  It wasn’t empty praise.  Liz Talbot was a gifted teacher, born to do it.

      “Thanks.”  Grinning, Liz grabbed her handbag from the desk drawer, said good-bye to the children, and then headed out the door with a big wave.  “Have a wonderful holiday.”

      “You, too.”  As the door closed, Dana turned to the children.  “Everyone have their lunch?”

      “I forgetted mine at home,” Misty said.

      “Forgot.”

      “I forgot mine at home,” she repeated.

      That was the second time this week.  Dana retrieved a sack lunch from the fridge in her office.  She double-checked the list of allergies she’d taped to the front of it and saw “None” checked in the box by Misty’s name.  “There you go.” She passed the child the sack.

      Dana wasn’t supposed to provide lunch for the kids, but if the board wanted to fine her for not allowing a five-year-old girl to go hungry, so be it.  She’d pay the price.  For some of her students, the meal at school was the only decent meal they would get today.  She couldn’t buy a student’s lunch—that was an offense that resulted in firing—but written policy didn’t state she couldn’t make them a lunch.  Regardless, common sense trumped policy.  You have a hungry student, you feed them.  Who can focus and learn when they’re starving?

      Dana moved to the front of the line, saw Cara’s shoelace had come untied.  She dropped to a squat and whipped the lace into a fast bow, then pulled it tight.  “Where’s my Lunch Leader?”

      Joshua’s hand shot up over his head and he moved to the front of the line.  “I’m right here, Dr. Perkins.”

      “Oh, good.”  She counted heads.  Seventeen.  One short.  She searched faces, recognized who was missing.  “Sara, where are you?”

      “Here, Dr. Perkins.”  She closed a book she had been reading and rushed over, fell into line up front between Cara and Misty.  “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay.”  One of the brightest, Sara loved to read and, given a spare minute, she grabbed a book.  That she did delighted Dana.  “Okay, Joshua, let’s go then.  Remember, everyone.  Walk quietly in the hall so we don’t disturb the other classes, and stay in line.”

      They walked down the hall and past the media center, then along the empty stretch of hallway between it and the lunchroom.  The janitor pushed a mop in a bucket into a small closet, then closed the door.  Bulletin boards lined the wall and were decorated with colored snowmen and cut-out snowflakes, courtesy of the second graders.  Right on time, Meg Brennan and her class passed Dana’s, going in the opposite direction.  Dana smiled.  “Enjoy your leave, Meg.”

      “Thank you.”  She parked her arm over her extended belly.  “It won’t be long now.”

      Pops sounded in the distance.

      Fireworks?  Not at Christmas...  Coming closer.  Screams…

      Fear pumped through Dana and she scanned the hall quickly, looking for someplace to take cover.  The children were totally exposed.

      Meg got her kids into the media center.  It was too far away for Dana’s.  The janitor’s closet.  Doing all in her power to keep her voice steady, Dana ordered the kids, “Stop.  Turn around and come with me.  Hurry!  Hurry!”

      More shots fired.  More screams.  More kids crying.

      Dana jerked open the closet door.  “Get inside.  All the way to the back.  Hurry!”  She grabbed two kids, dumped them inside and then grabbed two more, and then two more.  They tripped, stumbled, and dove into the closet, all wailing and terrified.

      The shooter appeared in Dana’s peripheral vision, dressed in all black, a mask over his face.

      She had to hurry.

      Dana grabbed two more children.

      The shooter took aim.
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      “Dr. Perkins?”  A man called from outside the hot, dank closet.  “It’s the police.  I’m going to open the door now.”

      Dana didn’t move.  Couldn’t.  She sat in the dark nearest the door, holding Misty in her arms.  Images of those last moments before she had taken cover flashed through her mind.  Joshua had fallen first.  Then Cara.  And then Misty.  And then Sara.  Expecting the next bullet to be hers, Dana secured the other children in the closet.  Gunfire continued to ring out but the sound was different now.

      The shooter had turned to fire in another direction.

      Dana bent to check the fallen, her heart thundering.

      Only Misty was still breathing.  Dana scooped her up into her arms, squeezed into the crowded closet, shut the door and then locked it.  She whispered to the children to be quiet.  “Not a peep.”

      Soft sobs continued, including Dana’s own.  She prayed hard the shooter wouldn’t hear them.  The shooting stopped but he could be right outside the door…waiting or about to try and wrench it open.

      Someone tried to open the door.  Her heart rocketed, threatening to burst through her ribcage.  Then silence.

      The children’s sobs rose once more.  “Shh,” she whispered.  “Shh…”

      The firing started again.  The media center, she guessed.  “He doesn’t know we’re here,” she told the students.  “No noise now.  No noise.”

      “Dr. Perkins,” Misty said.

      Dana instinctively looked down.  She couldn’t see Misty in the pitch black dark.  “Yes?”

      “I’m leaking on your pretty blue skirt.”

      “That’s okay.  Don’t worry about it.”

      “I got shotted.”

      “Shot,” Dana automatically corrected her, twitching with every gunshot being fired somewhere in the building.  “Shh, we have to be quiet right now, Misty.”  There was no light, no first aid, no way to examine the wound.  What she’d observed when lifting her was that the bullet had struck her in her side, not near any vital organs.

      “My tummy hurts.”

      Those were the last words she said…

      “She won’t open the door,” the voice of a man who had identified himself as a policeman a few moments ago said to someone with him in the hallway.  “I don’t want to breakdown the door and scare them anymore than they already are.”

      Dana blinked.  Was it over?  Could she trust the voice?

      “Let me try.”  A familiar voice said.  “Dr. Perkins?  It’s Mr. Walker.  Would you please open the door so we can get the children away from the chemicals in the closet?  It’s safe now.  The shooter is…gone.”

      Gone.  Dana blinked again. Dared to breathe.  Gone as in dead?  Gone as in arrested?   Gone.

      “I have the key, Dr. Perkins,” Mr. Walker said.  “I’m going to open the door now.”

      The key sounded in the lock.  It turned, the door opened, and light flooded into the closet.

      Dana looked down.  Misty too was gone.

      On seeing her, Dr. Walker’s face bleached.  “I’ll take her now, Dana.”  He lifted Misty from Dana’s arms.

      “Her tummy hurt.”  Dana swallowed hard.  “She was breathing…but now she’s…not.”

      “I know.”  Mr. Walker cradled Misty in his arms against his chest.  “I’ve got her now.  You get your students out of here.”

      Dana stood up, saw her hands and the front of her skirt were blood-soaked.

      Mr. Walker’s eyes stretched wide.  “Have you been shot?”

      “I’m fine.”  Hot tears rolled down her face.  She didn’t wipe at them.

      The policeman instructed the kids to come out.

      They didn’t move.

      Dana stepped out of the closet, looked both ways twice.  Whispered to the policeman to please block their view of Sara, Cara and Joshua.  He positioned himself, and another officer said, “You and the kids follow me.  They won’t see anymore.”

      Nodding, Dana cleared the clog of tears from her throat.  She started to call for her Lunch Leader, but he was dead.  A wave of shock ripped through her body.  Not now.  They need you now, Dana.  She swallowed hard.  “Single file, please.  We’re going to come out of the closet and then turn left.  Which way is left?”

      They answered; most of them, correctly.  “Very good,” Dana said.

      “We need a leader—like the Lunch Leader.”

      “We do indeed,” Dana agreed.  “Thanks so much for reminding me, Marty.  Will you be our leader?”

      He nodded, his little face solemn.

      “Excellent.  Let’s go, then.”

      The officer cast a worried glance at Mr. Walker, who had passed Misty to yet a third officer, who walked toward Joshua, Cara and Sara with Misty in his arms.  “It’s fine.” Mr. Walker told the officer.  ”Dr. Perkins is a psychologist and a teacher.”

      The officer nodded.  “Ready?”

      Marty answered.  “Ready.”

      Dana checked each student as they stepped into the light, also blocking their view of their fallen classmates.  “I’m proud of you,” she told one.  “You were very brave,” she said to another.  “You did well.”  And on it went until all of the students were out of the closet and walking single-file down the hallway.

      She fell into step behind them, and Mr. Walker moved to her side.  When they passed the media center, she saw a cluster of officers inside.  “Meg?” she asked Mr. Walker.

      He gave her a negative nod.

      The shooter had killed a pregnant woman.  “Oh, God.”  More tears flowed freely down her face.  “How many?”

      “Twenty-two.”  He dropped his voice, his whisper husky and grief-stricken.  “Nine dead and thirteen injured.”

      Dana’s heart twisted in her chest.  Nine…and four of them were hers.  “Meg’s class?”  First graders.

      “Meg, three of her students, and one fifth-grader, Daniel Salder.  He was helping barricade in the younger ones.”

      “A hero.”  What was left of her heart shattered.  “I’m so sorry.”

      “We all are,” Mr. Walker said.  “We all are…”
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      The holidays came and went.  Dana hadn’t planned her summer trip.  She hadn’t gone home to visit her parents.  Other than attending the vigil, the memorial service, the nine funerals, the counseling sessions for those who needed to talk, hospital visits to see the injured and two staff meetings, she hadn’t once left her house.

      She’d sat alone in her comfy chair by the window and stared outside, day and night.  Sleep remained elusive, limited to dozing.  Fitful dozing, with recurring nightmares of the kids falling to the tile floor in that hallway.  Of Misty worrying about leaking on Dana’s skirt.  The heat in the closet, the stench of cleaning chemicals, the sounds of the children sobbing, of that gun firing and firing and firing…

      If she’d been five minutes later, they wouldn’t yet have left the classroom.

      If the shooter had been five minutes later, her students would have been locked in the lunchroom.

      If she had been armed, she could have stopped him.  Her students, Meg and her students, and Daniel could still be alive.

      A teacher shouldn’t have to be armed at school.  Schools should be safe.  The school resource officer shouldn’t have to face a murderer out-armed or alone.

      But what should be and what was were two different things.  Through all the days of winter break, Dana mulled over these thoughts and so much more.  Now it was nearly time to return to school and she still didn’t know the right answers, only the merciless and unrelenting pain of having survived the wrong ones.

      The resource officer had killed the shooter.  But not before he had killed four of her students. Dana had talked to each of the parents multiple times, and to other students, other parents who were seeking advice on coping.  Mr. Walker had called in local therapists to help handle the calls, but many of the students specifically wanted to talk to Dr. Perkins.  They knew her.  She knew them.  So she’d listened and together they battled the demons haunting them.

      Mr. Walker phoned every day with a fresh list, including a request for her to phone Meg Brennan’s husband, Brent.  He was struggling with losing his wife and his unborn child.  Dana called, and they had talked at length.  Brent said they had just finished preparing the nursery and bought the last item needed before the baby came, a rocking chair.  Meg insisted no mother could survive midnight feedings and make it to the terrible twos without a good rocking chair.  He broke down.  He couldn’t believe that she wouldn’t come walking in just any moment.  Losing both her and the baby…they were his life.  Dana wept with him, wept for them, wept that their family would no longer be and how much poorer the world was because they weren’t in it.

      Dana’s mother and dad called every day, too, offering to come to Phoenix and stay with her for a while, but Dana had steadfastly refused.  This was her time to mourn.  She would have it.  How she would make herself walk back into that school, she had no idea.  But she would do it.  Her remaining students had survived the horror but at a high cost.  Death wasn’t an unknown concept to them anymore.  It wasn’t like in the movies, or in the cartoons where Wiley the Coyote goes off the cliff or gets hammered by an anvil and then gets up and walks away fine.

      Their innocence had been stolen.  Death was known to them now.  And having already lost so much, they couldn’t lose her, too.  They would be afraid to be back in school. Terrified what happened would happen again.  They would watch her every movement, looking to see how she responded to being back there again to see how they should feel about being back there again.  Before that return, she had to get herself together.

      If not for them, she’d never step into a classroom again.  She’d failed four of her students.  Yet those who were left most needed her now, and she wouldn’t disappoint them.  She wouldn’t fail them, too.

      No matter what she had to do.  No matter how hard it proved.  Never again would she fail her students.
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      The first day was the hardest.

      Some of the parents were hesitant to leave, some of the kids were crying for them not to go.  Others looked terrified and shell-shocked.

      Dana spoke to each student and parent, inviting them to stay until they felt comfortable leaving.  Three accepted the offer and took seats along the wall, under the blackboard.  On it, she’d written the names of the children lost.

      “Dr. Perkins?”

      “Yes, Marty?”

      “Why is there a flower on Joshua’s desk?”

      “There’s a white rose on Joshua’s desk, and on Sara’s, Misty’s and Cara’s.”

      “What for?”

      “Because today we’re going to say good-bye to them.”  Dana pointed to the board.  “There are their names.  Can someone read them to us?”

      Charles, the silent one who rarely spoke up, looked at the board and timidly raised his hand.

      “Yes, Charles?”

      “Joshua.  Cara.  Misty.  Sara.”

      “Very good.” Dana smiled and held it so all the children would see it.  They needed to know it was okay to smile again.  To laugh and play and be happy again.

      “If they’re already dead, why are we saying good-bye?” Marty asked, blunt in the way only children dare to be.

      “My mom went to the funerals,” Sinja said.  “She said that was to say good-bye.”

      “It is,” Dana said.  “But we didn’t get to tell them ourselves, so today we will.  In a special way.”  She lifted the stack of cards from her desk.  “I’ve written their parents each a note.  We’re all going to write our names on the card.  Then their parents will know that we will never forget our friends, and we miss them, too.”

      They liked that idea.  Dana passed out the cards and went desk-to-desk, helping the kids sign each of the cards.

      “I bet Joshua’s mom keeps this card forever,” Charles said, looking up into Dana’s eyes.  “He was a good friend.”

      “Yes, he was,” Dana agreed, betting that his mom—all the moms—would keep the cards forever.  In times of tragedy, it is the little things we hold onto tightest because only then do we really understand they mean the most.

      When the cards were signed, Dana slipped them into their envelopes.  “Now,” she said.  “Is everyone okay?”

      Marty’s hand shot up.  “I’m still scared, Dr. Perkins.  I do not like being scared.”

      “No one does,” Dana said.  “But fortunately, we can do something about it this time.”

      He cocked his head.  “Like what?”

      She pulled out a bolt of bright green paper.  “First, we’re going to cover the glass on the door, and then the lower windows.”

      “Why?” Marty asked.

      Sinja answered.  “So nobody looking in can see if we’re in here.”  He sneezed into his sleeve.  “Are the doors locked?”

      “The doors all automatically lock as soon as they’re closed,” Dana assured him. “So we’re going to make our room more safe.  And then we’re going to practice what to do if trouble happens.”

      “Like a fire drill?” Sinja seemed confused.

      “Yes, except we stay in the room instead of going outside.”

      They worked hard.  Diligent and inquisitive.  Dana ran through the list of practical tips the resource officer had provided.  Building forts and barricades worked wonders.   They might be vulnerable, but no longer were they helpless. They knew things they could do to help themselves.

      They now understood the real power of learning.
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      Dana got through the school days, but the nights were torture.  The nightmares were relentless.  She knew she was dreaming but still tried to change the outcome.  Struggled and struggled to find some way the children lived.

      By early March, she knew this would be her last year as a teacher.  What the next chapter in her life would be, she had no idea, but she couldn’t do this anymore.  She gave Mr. Walker her notice so that he had ample time to hire someone else.  Liz Talbot had taken over Meg Brennan’s first-grade class and likely would stay with it.

      Mr. Walker didn’t seem at all surprised by her resignation.  “I haven’t said much, but I’ve seen how difficult being here has been for you, Dana.”

      “It’s been hard on everyone,” she said.

      “So are you going to Titan?”

      “No.  No, I’m leaving the classroom.”  She sat on the edge of the seat across from his desk in his office.

      Disappointment flashed over his face.  “What a loss for us.  I won’t insult you by begging you to stay.  I know you’ve fought a valiant fight on this.  We’ll miss your inspiration.”

      “I need something…different.”

      “Do you know what?”

      “Not yet.”  She shrugged.  “I was offered a complimentary trip to Shutter Lake over spring break.  I accepted it to think about what to do next.”

      “Shutter Lake, you say?”

      She nodded.

      “California is an interesting state.”  He rubbed at his jaw.  “Shutter Lake is magnificent.  Such an idyllic town.  They say it’s the best place in America to live.”

      “I saw that in the brochure.”

      “While I hate to lose you, and I know Phoenix will not be the same without you, I think this Shutter Lake might be just the thing for you.”

      “You’ve been there?”

      “Several times.  We visit an old friend there.  I like it very much.  My wife loves it and threatens to stay every time we visit.”

      Serene.  Tranquil.  Safe.

      Mr. Walker didn’t quite meet her eyes.  “Where will you be staying?”

      “At B & B on Main,” she said.  It’s a bed and breakfast in the heart of town.” Dana clasped her hands in her lap.  “It looks like a lovely Victorian from the outside.”

      “It’s anything but on the inside,” he said.  “Southwestern.”

      “Interesting.”

      “It’s unorthodox,” he said.  “Every bit as unorthodox as its owner, Brenda Lockhart.  You’ll enjoy her.  She’s an interesting woman.”

      “Is she?”

      He nodded.  “A Kentucky horse woman.  She’s a widow now, about seventy, I’d guess.  Always a maverick, that one.”

      “I like her already.”

      He laughed.  “We do as well.  She also owns a ranch off Old Mine Road.  At least, I believe that’s the name of it.  It’s out by the river.”  His eyes lit up behind the glasses.  “You know, I think Shutter Lake might be just what you need, Dana.  I hope it is.”

      “So do I.”  Never had she spoken words she hoped for more.
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      Two weeks later, she’d walked down the cobblestone street in Shutter Lake, inhaling the crisp spring air.  Mr. Walker just might have been right.  She sat down on one of many park benches to rest.  Why was she so exhausted?  For the first time since the incident, she had slept straight through the night.  No nightmares.  No waking up with her face hot and wet with tears.  She had just slept—eleven glorious, uninterrupted hours.

      It was a miracle.

      Ah, her fight-or-flight instinct had finally disengaged.  She wasn’t poised on alert, prepared for an attack.  Her body had relaxed, and now she felt the physical results of having been hyper-alert and hyper-aware all these months.

      By the third day of her stay, she had fallen in love with Shutter Lake, and she was convinced that the small community was the perfect place for her to heal.  It was a bit of a shock for her to get an early-morning phone call from the mayor, Thomas Jessup, inviting her for coffee at The Grind, a favored coffee shop on Main Street.

      Thomas was young, energetic, and relaxed.  Well, as relaxed as a man in a suit and tie with not a hair out of place at eight in the morning could be relaxed.  “Good morning.” He stood at the table and greeted her.

      Dana slid onto a seat across a small table from him.  “Good morning.”

      They ordered coffee and he smiled.  “I understand you’re thinking of moving here.”

      “I’m considering it.”  She dipped her chin, masking her amusement.  “Does the real estate office notify you of everyone inquiring about property here?”

      “Pretty much,” he said unabashedly.  “Actually, we’re delighted to hear that you might join us.”

      “We?”

      “The founder’s council and me,” he explained.

      “Why would this council care if I move here or not?”

      “I’m afraid I’ve offended you.  I assure you that wasn’t my intent.”  Thomas sobered.  “You met the majority of the council members at Fitzgerald’s a few days ago.”

      “Vernon and Zion?”  That surprised her.  Oh, she’d known they were accomplished and wealthy men, but not that they’d founded Shutter Lake.

      “Among others, yes.”  Thomas sipped from his cup.  “What are you planning to do once you come here?”

      “I have no idea, which is why I haven’t yet purchased a place to live.”

      “I have a suggestion, if you’re interested in hearing it.”  Thomas straightened on his seat.

      “Why not?”

      “We would like for you to come and run Shutter Lake School.”

      “What?”

      “We know about Phoenix, of course, and that you’ve given notice.  We know you don’t want to be in a classroom again, but we’re hoping you’ll very much want to be the principal at our school.  There are about 300 students, so it isn’t large but it is well-funded and strongly supported.”

      “You’ve run a background check on me,” Dana said, uncertain how she felt about that.  “You know what happened back…home.”

      “We did, and we do.”  He lifted a shoulder.  “I won’t apologize for it.  We want to know our residents.  We’re not just building a town, we’re building healthy, happy, wholesome lives.  We want our residents to be safe and for our students to excel in a constructive environment.”

      “You had my interest at safe.”  She drank from her cup.  “Shutter Lake doesn’t seem to have a serious crime element.”

      “It hasn’t had one.  Of course, the unexpected can happen anywhere but, so far, those kinds of things haven’t happened here.  We plan to do all within our power to make sure they don’t.”

      Maybe screening residents wasn’t all bad, or as obnoxious as it first struck her.  “No violent crimes at all?”

      He nodded no.  “We do have a well-equipped police department.  We believe in being prepared.”

      “That’s prudent, I suppose.”

      “We think so.”  He sipped at his coffee, then laid out the terms of their offer.

      It was generous, and included a house on the lake.  A big house.  Far too big for her at a time when she felt so small.

      They talked through the specifics and Dana agreed to the terms with one provision.  “I don’t want the house on the lake.”

      “Why not?  It’s a gorgeous home,” Thomas said, stunned.  “Prime location.”

      “I like the cottage on Mill Street.”  Dana nodded to The Grind’s owner, Nolan.  He’d been kind about giving her directions.  “It’s charming.  I’d prefer to live there.”

      “Maybe you should think about that a bit before I run it by the council.”

      “Tell them it’s a deal-breaker.  And if the cottage gets sold to someone else, I’m taking that as a sign I shouldn’t be here.”

      “The doctor plays hardball.”  He grinned.

      “Only when something matters.”

      “Why the cottage?”  He cocked his head.  “It needs work.”

      “Don’t we all?”

      He waited for her to answer his question.

      “I told you, it’s charming.  And it’s close enough to school that I can walk every day.  I like the idea of that a lot.”

      He seemed too agreeable.  Everything she asked for, he immediately said yes.  That triggered her alert button.  “What happened to the current principal?”

      “There isn’t one,” he openly admitted.  “Until now, the kids have gone to school in Grass Valley, the next town over.  But we hit the three-hundred student mark.  That’s when the founder’s said they would open a charter school here.”

      A charter school.  Lots of control.  But lots of hoops to jump through to get up and running.  She smiled.  “Thomas, there’s no way they’ll get all the permits and state requirements met in time to start classes here in August.”

      “September,” he corrected her.  “Day after Labor Day—and we already have all the permits.  The school will be finished by June first.”

      “How is that possible?”

      He dropped his voice.  “When you have money and clout, you can move mountains in a very short span of time.  Though honestly, nothing has been rushed.  This has been in the works for a long time.  The founder’s were prepared but waiting for the right person to run it.”

      Dana tapped her cup with her thumb.  “And I’m the right person?”

      “They believe you are, yes.”

      She laughed, then the truth struck her and she sobered.  “That meet-and-greet at Fitzgerald’s for lunch wasn’t incidental, was it?”

      “No,” he said without apology.  “The founders wanted to meet you—informally.”

      “To take my measure.”  She tilted her head.  “But how did any of you know I’d even be here?”

      “Mr. Walker helped us with that.”

      Surprise rippled through her.  “You know Mr. Walker?”

      “Vernon Bradshaw knows him well.”  Thomas smiled.  “They worked together before Mr. Walker left corporate and went back to education.  He and his wife visit Shutter Lake often.”

      He had mentioned that…and she’d been set up.

      “After the incident, Mr. Walker knew you had only returned to Brook Haven for your students.  You wouldn’t abandon them, so you’d finish the school year, he believed, but you wouldn’t return next year.  To be blunt, the idea of you leaving education upset him.”  Thomas let her see the sincerity in his eyes.  “You’ve got quite a fan in Mr. Walker.”

      “So he arranged for me to come here and look around.”

      “He highly recommended you, which carried a lot of weight with Vernon.  He credits Mr. Walker with much of his success in the early years.  Vernon is completely trusted by all of the founders.  But actually, Vernon arranged for your invitation and complimentary trip.”

      “I’m a little taken aback.”

      “I can see that you are.  You inspire Mr. Walker, Dr. Perkins.”

      Dana looked down at the table.  “They gave me an award…after what happened.”  She worried her lower lip.  “I didn’t want it.”

      “He told us.”  Thomas dropped his voice.  “He also told us how difficult it was for you to return to school.  A daily battle, he said.  But you fought it valiantly.”

      He’d told her that, using those same words, himself.  She couldn’t make herself believe him.  She’d buried four of her students.  How could she believe she’d acted at all valiant?  “When did you talk to Mr. Walker?”

      “We all talked with him.  Conference call.”

      Mr. Walker certainly had gone to a lot of trouble on her behalf.  “So what happens now?”

      “Now I go back to the council with your requests.”  He folded the page of notes he’d jotted down and then tucked it into his inner coat pocket.  “I’ll be back in touch as soon as I can.”

      She nodded.  If they agreed to everything she asked for, that too would be a sign.
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        * * *

      

      A scant twenty-four hours later, Thomas phoned with the council’s response.

      Dana had a new job and a new home.  Both would be waiting for her to claim them at the end of the school year.

      On the flight back to Phoenix, she admitted she was going to miss living there.  Miss the people at her school.  Miss her house and her friends.  But with every passing mile, getting closer and closer to home, the too familiar tension in her ratcheted up.  By the time she got off the plane, her stomach was churning.  And on entering her house, the first thing she did was vomit.

      That proved the decision to go had been the right one.  She couldn’t heal here.  If she ever had a chance of reclaiming her life, she needed a fresh start.

      “Thank you, Mr. Walker,” she whispered, rinsing her mouth at the bathroom sink.  She looked into the mirror, into her own haunted eyes.  She did need to heal, and equally important, she wanted to heal.  She wanted to sleep without nightmares.  To think of travelling without fear making her clammy in a cold sweat and her knees too weak to hold her.  She wanted to at least want to travel again.  This year, she wouldn’t take a summer adventure, she’d move instead.  This year, she felt too bruised and raw to risk going anywhere.  The world was a dangerous, dark place, and exploring it had lost its luster.  But she wanted to feel that thrill for adventure again.  She wanted her life back.

      Things could never be the same.  Only a fool could experience something as tragic and devastating as she had and be unscathed.  But she didn’t want to always feel this anxious and sad and empty.  She didn’t want to always feel like such a monumental failure.  She was supposed to protect the students.  She tried but…she failed.

      And yet, for the first time since the incident, she wasn’t floundering.  She’d been peaceful in Shutter Lake.  Quiet, slow and simple.  Safe.

      Thanks to Mr. Walker and the founders, and even Mr. Perfection, Mayor Jessup, she’d found a space where it was okay to feel life spark inside her without feeling guilty.  Without resenting herself and growing angry at it for daring to spark when her students were buried in the cold, hard ground.

      In Shutter Lake, with that spark and maybe a little luck and a lot of grace, she could heal.  She could maybe one day again meet her own eyes in the mirror and not regret that she had been the one to survive.

      She knew as well as any psychologist that conquering survivor’s guilt was the essential first step required to reclaim her life. It was not negotiable.

      That meant facing her deepest fear.

      Dana squeezed her eyes shut, took in three deep and steadying breaths and then forced herself to open her eyes wide. Logically, she knew what she had to do.  Emotionally, she understood exactly what was required.  She had the heart, and the courage.  But the will to survive and thrive?

      Uncertainty fluttered in her stomach.  Well, that needed work.

      Her deepest fear was that she would try her hardest and fail, and she’d lack the will to reclaim her life again ever.

      The thought alone terrified her.  So did being caught in this limbo of not really living.  Which she feared most, she couldn’t say.

      Dana gave herself a mental shake.  This was the kind of chance that came along once in a lifetime.  It wasn’t the kind of opportunity a tattered woman trying to stitch herself back together tossed away lightly.

      She thought of Shutter Lake, and that spark of life ignited, burned, its flame flaring.  Bewildered, she focused hard.  What was it?

      Hope.  A tear escaped her eye and rolled down her face.  It was hope…
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        Chapter One

      

        

      
        Monday, October 8

      

      

      

      Five days.

      Impossible to believe but that’s all it had taken for the idyllic vision of Shutter Lake, California, lauded by Country Living as the most perfect town in all of America, to prove perfection is a façade and all the safety and security sought and found in it had been an illusion.

      One murder. Illusion shattered.

      One murder, and so many secrets…

      A shiver crept up Dr. Dana Perkins’s backbone.  She stiffened against it, determined to reclaim her sense of security here. At the deli counter inside Stacked, a block off downtown’s main square, she ordered a grilled chicken sandwich with a side salad and a bottle of Evian berry-flavored water, then glanced over to the cluster of two-dozen tables. About half-full.  A lot of people were having a late lunch today.

      Dana took a table surrounded by empties then settled in and reached for a sheaf of papers from her tote.  She had been through the school records at least a dozen times, but maybe in the sandwich shop, she would be more objective, gain some new insight, and see something she had missed.

      Oh, but she needed to be certain she hadn’t missed anything.  After Phoenix, to retain her sanity she had to be absolutely certain she hadn’t missed any warning sign.

      There had to be a reason this year’s best and brightest student had confessed to murder.  Some logical, rational reason that Vinn Bradshaw, gifted future nanotechnologist, studious, popular basketball player, who exhibited nothing short of fantastic leadership skills, confessed.  Vinn could not have killed anyone much less a prominent Shutter Lake founder’s daughter like Sylvia Cole.

      Nolan Ikard, about thirty, tall and lean with sandy blond hair and a handsome man’s confident swagger, paused at her table. Nolan owned The Grind, a coffee shop sharing a common wall with Stacked that Dana frequented every morning on her walk from home to the school.

      “How’s our favorite principal?” Nolan asked. “Things settling down any at S.L.S.?”

      Many students, current and former, referred to Shutter Lake School as S.L.S. “Getting better,” she said because it was expected and not because it was true.  “The students are still rattled, but then aren’t we all?”

      He nodded and avoided her eyes, his own gold-flecked ones clouded and troubled. “Guess the kids won’t settle down until their parents do.  Maybe we will all get back to normal soon.”

      “Maybe we will.”  Dana smiled.

      He walked on to his favorite table beside hers and next to the front window.  How many times in the last year had she seen him staring out that window as if he had lost his last friend?  She’d been tempted often to ask if he was okay, or to offer to listen if he needed to talk, but something had held her back.  She couldn’t say what, but she always followed her instinctive urges on things like that.  In his case, she hoped she didn’t live to regret it.

      A waitress Dana didn’t recognize delivered her order.  She must be from Grass Valley.  She hadn’t been one of Dana’s students.

      That was a perk of being principal of a school with three-hundred students. You knew them, and they knew you. The other items on the waitress’s tray were Nolan’s.  Cuban sandwich and a side of slaw. A hint of citrus, garlic and a splash of white wine gave the mustard on his sandwich a distinct scent that set her mouth to watering. It smelled spicy and tart, interesting. It smelled great.

      When the waitress placed his food on the small square table in front of him, Nolan barely glanced at her.  That piqued Dana’s curiosity and fired a red-flag warning too bold to ignore.  Nolan Ikard not flirting with an eligible woman?  Normally, he’d flirt with a lamppost.  Oh, not offensive flirting, just friendly flirting.  It was as natural to him as breathing.  But not today.

      Apparently his perfect façade of Shutter Lake also had shattered—and Dana certainly shouldn’t make too much of it. Everyone in the community seemed disturbed and wary and disillusioned these days.

      Shifting her thoughts to her work, she studied the details in Vinn’s files and nibbled at her food, wishing she’d dared to order Nolan’s hot and spicy Cuban.  Stacked made the best sandwiches and slaw in the tri-county area, but with Dana’s stomach acting up since Vinn’s confession, she didn’t dare to risk eating anything not mild.

      About a third of the way through the teachers’ observation notes, she spotted Kristina Sharapova’s name. Her image sprang to mind: long dark hair and eyes, pale skin and a mischievous smile that was nothing short of infectious because it was so rare. Kristina bent toward being serious, which was normal for a teenage Russian exchange student.  They competed so fiercely for the chance to come to Shutter Lake to study.

      Thanks to the wealthy and childless benefactors, the Windermeres, there were always foreign exchange students at Shutter Lake School.  Attending there was an amazing opportunity for all the students really.  A group of the most gifted professionals in the world in science, medicine, and industry designed and created the nearly self-sustaining community and they often shared their vast pool of knowledge and expertise with the students.

      Dana was proud of the program she and Mayor Thomas Jessup had created. In two short years, its success rate at preparing knowledgeable, socially mature and motivated graduates had surpassed expectations and her wildest dreams.

      On Kristina’s first day with them, she had been like a fish out of water. Who wouldn’t be?  Strange school, no familiar friends or faces. Living in a strange country and speaking a foreign language. But Vinn Bradshaw had picked up on her uneasiness. Without prompting, he’d taken her under his wing and helped her fit in. They were, according to the file observation note, good friends.

      Dana too had been wrong about that.  She reached into her tote for a pen, accidentally pulled out a large Ziploc bag, and smiled to herself.  Every teacher she’d ever known carried a waterproof bag in her handbag or tote.  Old habits die hard.  Stuffing the frosted bag back in, she snagged the pen and then scribbled a new note on a page she had labeled “Things to tell Laney.”

      Laney Holt was the Deputy Chief of Police and lead investigator on Sylvia Cole’s murder case. A beautiful young blond who favored long hair and ponytails over short red hair like Dana’s and, guessing, a year or two younger than Dana’s thirty-four.  Not just friends. She added the note to the list.

      Laney Holt breezed by Dana’s table with an order of fries and a bottle of flavored water then dropped into a seat at Nolan’s table.

      He didn’t look happy to see her.

      Gauging by the level look she laid on him, she wasn’t happy to see him either.   “I still need your DNA,” Laney told Nolan.

      Dana didn’t deliberately listen but, when people seated three feet from you talk, unless you cotton-stuff your ears, you can’t help overhearing their conversation.

      “Why?” Surprise flickered through Nolan’s eyes. “You’ve got your killer.  Word’s out all over the lake Vinn Bradshaw confessed.”

      Laney finished chewing a fry, swallowed and then sipped from her water bottle.  “Paperwork,” she said.

      “You want my blood to check off a box to make sure your case sticks?” He shot her a resent-laced look of disgust.

      “Exactly.”  Her lips curved in a smile that never touched her eyes.

      “And?”  He pushed.

      “And a witness saw a man fitting your description running away from Sylvia Cole’s house the night she was murdered.  Chief McCabe wants no loose ends.”

      “I don’t care what McCabe wants.”  Nolan frowned. “You clowns get a description that fits half the men around here and naturally you come after me.”

      Laney’s voice stiffened, but her expression appeared as calm as it had before the tension between them rocketed. “This clown is trying to eliminate you as a possibility, Ikard.”  She tilted her head.  “Wait a second.  Are you saying it was you?”

      Silence.

      Laney bit into another fry, let the silence stretch, yawn, settle.  Finally, she asked, “Did Sylvia tell you she was planning a vacation to Venezuela?”

      Dana’s heart rate sped.  She kept her nose down and her gaze focused on her papers. One night after Yoga class at the Community Gathering Center, Sylvia had told Dana about that trip.  A few weeks ago, Sylvia had even come to Dana’s cottage to see her mask collection. They’d talked for a few hours.  Before Phoenix and coming to Shutter Lake, Dana had loved to travel.  She’d spent her summers exploring, including three trips to Venezuela.

      Nolan answered Laney.  “Sylvia didn’t tell me anything about any vacation anywhere.  We didn’t talk much.”

      “So was it you—running away from her house that night?”

      “No.”

      As if she hadn’t heard him, Laney went on.  “There’s one thing I don’t understand.” She polished off her last fry, took a long draw on her water. “Why did you climb out of the window instead of leaving through the door?”

      No answer.

      She dusted the salt from her fingertips with a paper napkin.  “I get that Shutter Lake is a small community and maybe you two didn’t want to broadcast your intimate relationship, but…the window?”

      “I told you.” Nolan’s jaw tightened and he leaned forward in his seat. “Sylvia and I were friends back in school.  It was a long time ago.  You knew her.  That woman had no interest in a relationship with me or anyone else. She was as independent as people come.”

      “Just in it for the sex.  Got it.” Not one to cower, Laney leaned in, spoke to him nearly nose to nose. “So you went out the window to show her you’re independent, too.  Uh-huh. Well, that makes perfect sense.” Her sarcasm couldn’t be missed.  She scooted back her seat then stood up.  “You’ve got twenty-four hours to come to the station and handle that DNA sample.”

      “Or what?” he said, his voice a sharp and cutting tone Dana had never before heard him utter. “No.  You know what?  Forget it.”  He glared up at Laney.  “You want my DNA, get with my lawyer.”

      “You have a lawyer?” Laney bared her teeth in a would-be smile. “Does he have a name?”

      “Morris Barton.”

      Her smile turned genuine.  “Ah, here’s a tip.  You might want to start looking for a replacement.  Barton is Vinn’s lawyer.”  She turned. “Twenty-four hours, Ikard.”

      Nolan didn’t draw a breath until Laney exited the door of Stacked and stepped out onto the sidewalk.

      Muttering and agitated, he finished his meal.

      Dana ordered a cup of coffee, studied her papers with her mind whirling, and waited.

      Finally, Nolan left and, when the door closed behind him, she phoned Laney.  “You need to come back to Stacked right away.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.  Just get back here as fast as you can.”  Dana caught the waitress two steps away from Nolan’s table.  “Don’t touch anything.”

      The startled waitress jerked back and darted a worried look at Dana.  “What?”

      “Don’t touch anything on that table.”  Dana hated this.  But Vinn’s whole future could ride on what happened next, and no one was going to rob him of it.  Not on her watch.

      Scant minutes later, Laney entered Stacked and rushed straight over to Dana.  “What’s wrong?”

      “I told you on the phone, nothing is wrong.”

      Laney stilled, parked a hand on her hip.  “Then why am I here, Dana?”

      “On TV, I saw an investigator going through a person of interest’s trash.  The can wasn’t on his property, it was at the curb, waiting for the collector.  He said once trash is abandoned, it’s legal for him to look in it for evidence.  Is that true?”

      “Well, yes,” Laney said, looking a little bewildered.  “If it can be proven that it wasn’t contaminated.”

      Dana rubbed an itch at her earlobe, tugging it.  “Meaning, no one else touched the abandoned trash?”

      “Right.”

      Dana nodded toward Nolan’s table.  “Well, Nolan Ikard abandoned his trash at that table and left Stacked.  His DNA is on that fork and glass.”

      Laney’s eyes narrowed.  “Has anyone—“

      Dana cut in. “The waitress delivered his food, but since he abandoned the trash, the table and departed, no one else has come near that table.  It’s untouched,” Dana said.  “I’ll swear to it.”

      Laney nodded, appreciation lighting her eyes. “Let me grab an evidence bag.”

      Dana pulled the Ziploc from her purse.  “Here you go.”

      A smile curled Laney’s lips.  “How long has that puppy been in your purse?”

      Good question.  One Dana couldn’t answer.  “Not a clue.”

      “Best use mine, then.”  Laney retrieved a bag and gathered the evidence.  She turned to the waitress. “You can clear the table now. Thanks for waiting.”

      Dana gathered her papers and put them back into the sheath, then dumped the file into her tote.

      Laney stepped over to her, the filled evidence bag in hand. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Why did you do this?” Laney’s sunglasses rested parked atop her head.

      “I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation.  An opportunity arose, so…”

      “You seized it.  I see.”  Laney faced Dana squarely.  “You’re convinced Vinn is innocent.”

      “I know he is innocent, Laney.  Just as I know, until the real murderer is behind bars, I have three hundred other kids still in jeopardy.”

      “How do you know Vinn’s confession isn’t real?  You’re a school principal and a psychologist, for heaven’s sake. You know better than most that given the right circumstances anyone can kill.”

      “Yes, of course, I do.  But Vinn didn’t.  For those same reasons, I know that, too,” Dana said quietly. “I just can’t prove it.”

      “I hear an unspoken yet on the end of that remark.” Compassion crossed Laney’s face and settled into a frown. “Dana, you want to protect your students. I get that.  I want to protect them, too.”

      “Of course, you do.”

      “Well, then.  Let’s do what we do best.  You are the pro at the school, so I won’t try to run it, and I’m the pro at police work, so don’t you try to run my investigation, okay?  Just do your job and let me do my job.”

      “Sharing a few notes, but I wouldn’t dream of interfering.”

      Laney cleared her throat.  “Course not.”  She backed up a step and checked her watch.  “If I hurry, I can get this to the lab before the press conference.”

      “Don’t forget girls’ night out. Wednesday night.”

      “Seven o’clock.  The Wine and Cheese House,” Laney said.  “I’ll be there.”  She stopped and looked back.  “Did you remind Julia?”

      “She’s on my list,” Dana said.  Julia Ford, a former investigative journalist who now wrote a weekly column for The Firefly, their community newspaper, which also ran in The Sacramento Bee, tended to forget.  Actually, trying to forget is what had brought her to Shutter Lake—not that anyone knew it, and those who did, like Dana, were sworn to secrecy on the subject.  “I told Ana, too,” Dana added.  Dr. Ana Perez ran the medical clinic.  She was single like the rest of them and she might be able to offer valuable insight on Vinn.

      “Sounds good,” Laney said, then rushed out the door on her way to the lab.

      Dana gathered the rest of her things.  With luck, she could catch Thomas at his office.  If anyone could get Chief McCabe to let her in to see Vinn, it’d be the mayor.  One way or another, she had to get in to see Vinn.

      If Thomas Jessup’d had half as much trouble calming the community as she’d had calming her staff, students and their parents, they both could use a soothing word, a quiet dinner and a stiff drink.  Maybe two…
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      What happens when you get four USA Today bestselling authors together and they let their imaginations run wild?

      

      If those authors are Debra Webb, Vicki Hinze, Peggy Webb and Regan Black, they talk about books . . . and their muses awaken and join in the play.  That’s when something magical happens.

      It’s extraordinary, and we can’t really explain it.  We first talked about one of our favorite creepy movies, The Stepford Wives, which somehow led down a winding path to us discussing the concept for a suspense mini-series that revolves around the "perfect" small town falling apart. Piece by piece.

      Of course, we wanted the women in our stories to be strong, determined and capable—truly, we wanted these women to be the heroes.  And so in our novels, these four amazing females—no matter the wounds of their pasts—stop at nothing to find the truth.

      So, in short, when you get these authors together, you end up with an exciting new mini-series of suspense books.

      

      And what happens when these authors enjoy writing those books so much they don’t want to stop?

      

      They expand the Breakdown project and each create a short read about the one moment in time that changed the life of the woman who experienced it.  That single event that was so momentous it defined the life of the woman from then on—the main character in each of the Breakdown books.

      The authors love these collaborative events and the strong stories that result.  And they hope that you’ll love them, too.

      
        
        BREAKDOWN READS

      

      

      Short Reads:

      
        
        no looking back by Debra Webb

        her deepest fear by Vicki Hinze

        her hidden terror by Peggy Webb

        trust no one by Regan Black

      

      

      Look for all of the Breakdown Short Reads September 7th.

      

      
        
        Then Buckle Up for October!

      

      

      Every Thursday during the month of October, a new Breakdown novel will be released!

      

      
        
        4th:    the dead girl by Debra Webb

        11th:   so many secrets by Vicki Hinze

        18th:  all the lies by Peggy Webb

        26th:  what she knew by Regan Black
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      Downtown Shutter Lake is the nerve-center of the community.   Designed with a vintage feel, shops range from Victorian to Craftsman. Sidewalks and streets are cobblestone. Green spaces heavily dot the landscape.

      Shutter Lake was specifically created to be the epitome of small-town, tranquil, clean living. Farmers in the area have taken organic farming to the next level. Most of the pubs brew their own beer. From the bakery to the coffee shop and everything in between, residents pride themselves on living clean and healthy and just plain good. Seven years ago, Shutter Lake opened its own private entity school and hired Dr. Dana Perkins to run it.  Since then, it’s been awarded a prestigious blue ribbon of excellence every year.  In no small part, that’s due to the brilliant minds who call Shutter Lake home—leaders in innovative industries—and freely share their knowledge and expertise with students.  Even the good doctor, Ana Perez, operates a wellness center three nights a week in the community gathering hall. A healthy lifestyle is key for most residents.

      Walking trails cut through the center-square park.  Moms or dads are often seen pushing strollers and children enjoy the playground.  Benches are littered throughout the park.  Old men gather to play chess, and in the park’s center is a fountain where people young and old often pause and toss in a coin and make wishes.

      There is little crime in Shutter Lake.  The police chief and his assistant chief, Laney Holt, work hard to keep it that way.  The founders provide ample funds to keep everything—safety, medical facilities, educational requirements the best.  Even the weekly paper, The Shutterfly, covers a diverse collection of topics of interest to residents and hires top-notch people, like the Loeb Award winner and Pulitzer nominee, Julia Ford.

      In short, the founders and residents are determined Shutter Lake be and remain the most idyllic town in the country—and it had . . . until someone killed the owner of Sparkle Cleaning Service, Sylvia Cole.

      No one could have predicted the fallout of that single event.  Or that it would leave no resident unscathed.  But when four women seek answers—Laney Holt, Dana Perkins, Julia Ford, and Luciana (Ana) Perez—their revelations result in a calamitous breakdown…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The BREAKDOWN Books
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        The Novels  (Best Read in Order)

      

      
        
        the dead girl by Debra Webb

        so many secrets by Vicki Hinze

        all the lies by Peggy Webb

        what she knew by Regan Black
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        The Short Reads

      

      
        
        no looking back by Debra Webb

        her deepest fear by Vicki Hinze

        just one look by Peggy Webb

        trust no one by Regan Black

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author
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      Vicki Hinze is a USA Today bestselling author who has written nearly forty books, fiction and nonfiction, and hundreds of articles, published in as many as 63 countries. She’s won a wide array of awards, including novels of the year in multiple genres. Her novels, general market or inspirational, include suspense, mystery and romance and have been classified in nearly every genre except horror.

      As well as a Vice President for International Thriller Writers, Vicki has served as a consultant to the Board of Directors for Romance Writers of America and several other notable organizations. She is the former host of radio talk show, Everyday Woman, and a columnist for Social In Global Network.

      Vicki was the first RWA PRO Mentor of the Year, and the recipient of the National Service Award. She’s recognized as an author and an educator by Who’s Who in the World.

      

      For early access to new releases and more, subscribe to the monthly newsletter at http://mad.ly/signups/82943/join

      

      Online, Follow Vicki on Amazon and BookBub.

      

      
        
        For more information, visit www.vickihinze.com

        www.vickihinze.com

        vickihinze@vickihinze.com
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            Also by Vicki Hinze
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      Breakdown

      so many secrets  |  her deepest fear (novella)

      Down and Dead, Inc. Series

      Down and Dead in Dixie  |  Down and Dead in Even  | Down and Dead in Dallas

      Shadow Watchers (Crossroads Crisis Center related)

      The Marked Star  |  The Marked Bride  |  Wed to Death: A Shadow Watchers Short

      Crossroads Crisis Center Series

      Forget Me Not  |  Deadly Ties  |  Not This Time

      The Reunited Hearts Collection

      Her Perfect Life  |  Mind Reader  |  Duplicity  |  The Reunited Hearts Collection

      Lost, Inc.

      Survive the Night  |  Christmas Countdown  |  Torn Loyalties

      War Games Series

      Body Double  |  Double Vision  |  Double Dare  |  Smokescreen: Total Recall (Double Recall)  |  Kill Zone, SAT (Special Abilities Team)

      The Lady Duo

      Lady Liberty  |  Lady Justice

      Military

      Shades of Gray  |  Duplicity  |  Acts of Honor  |  All Due Respect

      Paranormal Romantic Suspense

      Legend of the Mist  |  Maybe This Time

      Seascape Novels

      Beyond the Misty Shore, Book 1  |  Upon a Mystic Tide, Book 2  |  Beside a Dreamswept Sea, Book 3

      Other

      Girl Talk:  Letters Between Friends  |  My Imperfect Valentine  |  Invitation to a Murder  |  Bulletproof  |  The Madonna Key (series co-creator)  |  Before the White Rose  |  Invidia

      Multiple-Author Collections

      Dangerous Desires  |  My Evil Valentine  |  Risky Brides  |  Smart Women and Dangerous Men  |  Christmas Heroes  |  Love is Murder  |  Cast of Characters  |  A Message from Cupid  Seeing Fireworks

      

      Nonfiction Books

      In Case of Emergency: What You Need to Know When I Can’t Tell You  |  One Way to Write a Novel  |  Writing in the Fast Lane  |  All About Writing to Sell

      For a complete listing of all Vicki’s books, visit “Books” on her website:

      http://vickihinze.com/books
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