
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Just when Colton feels that he’s made it clear to Martin it’s over and he can move on with his life and career, he gets a phone call that will change his world forever.

	 

	 

	Freelance journalist Colton West can’t wait to finally end it with the rich and shallow Martin. Their relationship had been a mistake from the beginning. But just when Colton feels that he’s made it clear to Martin it’s over and he can move on with his life and career, he gets a phone call that will change his world forever.

	Whitfield, Vermont, is the sleepy little town where Colton grew up, a town he couldn’t wait to leave. It’s also the place where his best high school friend was found murdered years before, left on a road outside town that goes nowhere. The killer was never caught, although a stoic old man named George Hill, who lived with his young grandson in the only house on that road, was considered by many to be the prime suspect and passed away several years later.

	But now, another boy has been found dead at the end of that same lonely road, with his body eerily laid out in the same disturbing manner as Colton’s best friend. And this time, the victim is Colton’s fifteen-year-old nephew.

	With the original murder suspect deceased, Colton knows the killer of both teenagers is still on the loose, perhaps preparing to strike again, and Colton won’t rest in his investigation until he unearths the whole, ugly truth.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Colton could hardly wait for Martin to leave. He sat at his desk and stared at the half empty screen on his laptop, listening as Martin’s laugh drifted up through the open window. It sounded like tinkling glass, and it grated on him.

	Glancing at the window, he marveled at how quickly the green leaves had filled the branches of the huge tree in the front yard. It was early June, but it seemed like just yesterday snow had blanketed the ground.

	When a breeze rose, the branches of the tree slapped against his windowpane, reminding him of something he couldn’t quite remember. As he studied the leaves reflecting the sunshine, he realized it reminded him of the big maple out in front of the house in Whitfield where he’d grown up. When the leaves caught the sunlight like that, it looked as though the tree were smiling.

	His father had fashioned a swing for him and his sister. He’d used a wooden plank, put two holes in it and threaded them with rope, then secured the ropes over the mighty limbs of the tree. Colton recalled spending hours on that swing just looking up at the leaves. In the autumn, the leaves would explode into a multitude of colors, and then, just when they were at their most beautiful, they fell to ground and silently died there, then were whisked away as if they never existed. When there was nothing but tiny naked branches, Colton would look up into the foreboding clouds, clouds that forecast the killing frost and the snow that would surely follow.

	The trunk of Martin’s Jaguar convertible slammed shut, shaking Colton out of his memory. Good, that meant Martin’s ridiculously expensive Gucci luggage was already in the car. Martin’s voice drifted up to him again. He was talking to Steven, letting him know he was on his way.

	They’d both been invited up to Steven’s summerhouse in the Catskills for the weekend. Martin had been pissed at him when Colton said he wasn’t going to go.

	Although he’d really tried, he had a hard time tolerating Martin’s friends. Steven Myers was the poster child for most of them. He came from the upper class, like Martin did, and had all these cute little philosophies about the world and the people in it. None of them were well informed or made much sense as far as Colton was concerned.

	Martin laughed again at something, and Colton closed his eyes. Lately, that laugh had really begun to annoy him. It was amazing to think he’d been listening to it for the last year and hadn’t yet lost his mind.

	Go already.

	When he didn’t hear the sound of a motor roaring to life below, Colton knew Martin was on his way back upstairs. Hopefully he’d just forgotten something, but knowing Martin, he’d try to convince him one last time to come with him.

	Martin walked into the room. “I’m leaving now, sure you won’t reconsider?”

	“No, I told you I have a lot of work to do.” Colton got to his feet. “Go on and have a good time.”

	“We’re drifting apart, aren’t we, Colton?” Martin met his gaze.

	“Let’s not do this now. We’ll talk when you come back.”

	“That’s what you said when you left for Afghanistan that last time. But we didn’t talk when you came back. You just stopped fucking me.”

	“You’re the one who told me to sleep in the other room.” Colton glanced back at his computer. “I need to work now, Martin.”

	“The excuse of needing to work is wearing thin.” Martin tilted his head. “You just don’t like Steve but, damn it, you could make an effort to like my friends.”

	“I’ve tried,” he offered.

	“Not hard enough.”

	He looked at Martin, who was slim and well-muscled with bronze-kissed short hair and deep blue eyes. He was boyish, handsome, and had the entire world in his hands. He was only twenty-nine years old. Both parents came from old money. His father was a United States senator who had once run for president, and his mother was a corporate executive on Wall Street. He wouldn’t be alone long.

	“I have nothing in common with them.”

	“That’s because you have to make everything political!”

	How could Colton not? They lived in a house on Long Island, with an in-ground pool and nine bedrooms. The house had been a gift from Martin’s parents upon graduation from Harvard law school. Martin practiced corporate law, of course, and worked in his father’s firm. He took on cases when it suited him, more for something to do than anything else. These people had more money than they knew what to do with and there were humans in the world without shelter or food.

	Colton had searched his soul more than once in the past few months to figure out what had attracted him to Martin in the first place. Sex, of course. It had been good in the beginning, but it was more than that. His job as a freelance journalist took him mostly to war-torn countries where misery reigned. He’d just returned from observing the situation in Afghanistan firsthand when he’d met Martin, and he was in desperate need of distraction.

	“You weren’t like that when we met,” Martin protested.

	Martin was right.

	When they’d met, he was trying to put the things he’d seen out of his mind, have some fun. One night, some friends had convinced him to go out to a bar. And there he’d seen Martin, who was handsome, sexy, and had absolutely no interest in what was going on outside his cushiony little fiefdom. It had been perfect.

	Colton let go, had a good time, and tried to forget the images of the dead and the dying in the country he’d just left. A few weeks later, Colton had moved into the big house with Martin. He was having great sex every night, lying by the pool and drinking champagne. But soon news of carnage in other parts of the world called out to him, and when he tried to talk about it to Martin or his friends, it was clear they weren’t interested.

	“I’m not going to change, Martin, and neither are you,” Colton told him.

	It didn’t take long for Colton to grow tired of the lack of empathy these people had for anyone except themselves. He’d seen too much, knew too much, and quickly discovered that he had absolutely nothing in common with them.

	“It’s always struck me as strange,” Colton told him now, “that in spite of your fancy education, you don’t seem to care about the poor, or the exploitation of the third world. All you care about are material things and having a good time.”

	“Life is too short. I’ve told you that. You can’t change the world.”

	Colton had needed Martin’s superficiality at one time, but now it was exactly the reason he wanted to be as far away from the man as possible.

	“Well, I guess we agree to disagree. So, I have a book to write.”

	Colton was writing his third book about how certain Western interests fueled wars in foreign countries. It was always the most vulnerable—women and children—who paid. Martin wasn’t thrilled about him writing the new book. He didn’t appreciate how much time it took to write it, and needless to say, he totally disagreed with Colton’s subject matter.

	“You can afford to take a break from that once in a while,” Martin said. “We don’t need the money. Spend some time with me. You’re always hidden away in this room, writing that left-wing, soapbox shit.”

	“You know. I’m no expert on what constitutes a good relationship,” Colton said with a sigh, “but I’m pretty sure calling my work soapbox shit doesn’t qualify.” Colton sat back down at his laptop, telling himself to let the anger go.

	After a few seconds, Martin said, “You know why we don’t sleep in the same room, don’t you?”

	Colton didn’t look at him. “Didn’t realize you were still here.”

	“That’s one of the problems. Sometimes you don’t know I’m here.”

	When Colton had shared Martin’s bed, Martin had complained about Colton waking up in the night to write. But writers were like that, weren’t they?

	And then there were the nightmares.

	Colton had had the same recurring nightmare since he was a teenager. It would be there several nights in a row then it would just go away. He’d never known when it would come back again, only that it would come back. He’d wake up shaking, his hands reaching out to touch whatever or whoever was around him. Sometimes he’d cry out, “Who’s there?”

	Martin said it creeped him out when it happened. “How am I supposed to get a good night’s sleep?”

	So Colton had moved into the room next door with his laptop. It just made sense.

	The final nail in the coffin, so to speak, had been when Colton began to suspect Martin was having an affair.

	“You’re gone again,” Martin said suddenly.

	Colton looked up. “Why haven’t you left yet?”

	“How do you think that makes me feel?” Martin demanded.

	“Like a martyr, I guess.”

	“God damn you.” He shook his head. “I asked you again if you’d come and you didn’t answer. I’m waiting for your answer, Colton.”

	“Why can’t you just respect what I have to say? I told you no. I’m not going to change my mind.”

	Martin suddenly walked over and stood behind him. Colton felt him take some of his shoulder length hair in his hands and caress it. Martin leaned down to his ear. “You know, when we met, I thought you were the perfect man. You were, and still are, the hottest man I’ve ever seen. Everyone says so. And everyone blames me for telling you to sleep in the other room. They say they’d never kick you out of their beds. But there is something they don’t know.” He released Colton’s hair and stood up straight. “I don’t think you want me anymore.” That was true.

	“What’s happened to us, Cole?”

	“It’s easy to get tired of shiny toys, Martin.”

	“But you were the shiny toy, and yet you tired of me.” Colton turned and looked up at him. “You had to show me off to everyone, the war correspondent, the adventurer, but then when I opened my mouth and disapproved of your self-righteous, rightwing bullshit, my appeal wore off. What was it your father called me that time? Oh yes, an over-educated, bleeding-heart communist leftist freak who should get a real job instead of running off to other countries and criticizing American policy?”

	“He didn’t really mean that.”

	“Yes. He did. And it’s a label I wear proudly. We have nothing in common, Martin. We come from different worlds, and care about different things.”

	“We have some great sex.”

	Colton nodded. “But sex isn’t enough.”

	“I know you want to leave me. I don’t think I’m ready to let go.”

	“That’s too bad because I am leaving. So, have fun with your friends.”

	“Are you going to be gone before I get back?” He chewed on his thumbnail.

	“Do you want me to be gone before you get back?”

	“No. But maybe it would be for the best.” He moved toward the door.

	“Okay. So, how long after I leave before Carl moves in?”

	Martin paused and turned to look at him. “Carl? Carl and I are...” He trailed off. “How did you know about Carl?”

	Colton shrugged. “In spite of your efforts to be discrete, your friends are first-class gossips. I hear the guy’s a fashion model. He should be just your type.”

	“I’m sorry.”

	“Don’t be.” He glanced at the keyboard. “I don’t blame you really. I’ll be just fine.”

	Martin left the room.

	Colton listened to the sound of Martin’s footsteps getting farther and farther away. That felt better. It was over now. And if he could organize things quickly, he wouldn’t have to see Martin again. He’d already run down a listing for a small apartment overlooking Central Park. He made a mental note to call the broker this evening and tell her he’d take it.

	He went downstairs and poured himself some coffee. He stood at the counter a moment and looked out the window. The neighbor was walking her overweight Lab again, but the dog wasn’t taking the heat so well.

	Colton went back upstairs. He felt sad, of course. It was natural when people said goodbye that they felt the pain of that separation. But he and Martin had never loved each other. That would make it easier to let go.

	His cell phone rang a few minutes later. It was his mother’s number. She still lived in the small house he and his sister, Brenda, grew up in. His father had died a few years back; dropped dead of a heart attack while he was filling potholes in the road.

	Colton really had been looking forward to hunkering back down to work. He almost didn’t pick up because his mother liked to talk, fill him in on what was going on in the town, who made what recipe for the bridge club.

	He was itching to write. But he hadn’t spoken to his mother in about three weeks. He decided he needed to make the sacrifice.

	“Colton?”

	He was prepared to tell her he couldn’t talk long but the minute he picked up he could tell by her voice something was wrong.

	“Mom?”

	“Something bad has happened, Colton. Something—”

	She sounded short of breath.

	That concerned him. She had angina. “Mom, calm down. What is it?”

	“It’s Nathan. Oh God.” She was crying.

	“Mom, calm down. What’s happened to Nathan?” Nathan was his fifteen-year-old nephew.

	“I can hardly... Colton, oh... Colton, he’s dead.”

	He gripped the phone. “Dead?”

	“Brenda is... oh my God... Colton, she needs you. You know Clifford, that snake of a... he can’t deal with anything. He’s been drinking since this morning. Stanley had to put him in a cell over at the jail and Brenda had to go all alone to identify...” She was crying again.

	He couldn’t believe it. “What happened to Nathan? Was it an accident?”

	She blew her nose. “Nathan went out last night after supper to get something at the store and didn’t come back. Brenda and her friend Susan looked everywhere for him. They called all his friends. No one had seen him. They called Stanley and searched everywhere, too. They found his body early this morning.”

	He sat down on the bed. His legs didn’t seem to want to support his weight anymore.

	“Colton.” She started to cry again.

	He knew there was more. When he heard the next words his mother said, he grabbed some of the blanket in his fist.

	“It was... they found him at the end of the road, just like Alex Sutherland back in ‘98, when you were a boy, remember? They won’t tell us anything.”

	Colton couldn’t speak.

	“Come home, Colton. Please, come home. Brenda needs you.”

	“I’m on my way,” Colton told her. “I know it’s hard, Mom, but try to relax a little.”

	Relax—such a redundant piece of advice when your grandson has just been found murdered.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	The drive to Whitfield from New York was about four hundred miles, Whitfield being outside of Newport, Vermont. As Colton quickly packed up what things he wanted to take, he felt numb.

	Nathan was his nephew. Brenda had almost died giving birth to the kid. She’d undergone an emergency hysterectomy immediately after, so only had the one. Nathan was a good kid, a great athlete, got decent grades, and was respectful to his parents even when Clifford didn’t deserve that respect. Nathan was the type of kid to go over and mow the elderly neighbors’ lawn and not expect a dime for it.

	Colton’s feelings were in a knot as he locked up the house and threw his bag in the backseat of his car. He’d been close to his nephew. Even when he was out of the country, they were in touch, emailing and chatting on Skype. They’d talk about baseball and what he was doing in school. Last time he was home, they’d sat together on Nathan’s bed playing cards, joking about which actor was the best Batman.

	Who in hell would want to kill his nephew? But then the killing of Alex Sutherland fifteen years ago hadn’t made any sense either. Alex had been one of Colton’s friends. In a small town, everyone knew everyone, and you grew up with the same people, saw the same faces every day. Alex had been part of that tapestry. He’d always been nice to everyone, wasn’t disrespectful or rude, didn’t do drugs or drink or vandalize the playground like some kids had done. He came from a good family. His parents ran the local grocery store. Everyone knew them.

	They’d found Alex’s body in the middle of summer. He’d been laying spread out at the end of the road, his hands folded over his chest, carefully positioned. He was fully clothed, but he’d been badly beaten with a blunt instrument, then suffocated. Strangely enough, a bouquet of lilies had been put in Alex’s hands

	There was only one house on that road, the road that led nowhere except into some deep woods. It was the old Hill house, a clapboard shack with acres of farmland. Old man Hill lived there with his grandson, Adam, who’d always been a strange boy. He was the same age as Colton and Alex. The old man and his grandson kept to themselves. Adam didn’t talk much, always sat at the back of the classroom when he attended school. He didn’t have any friends or participate in any after-school activities. After school each day, old George would pick Adam up in his ancient truck.

	People would see them come into town every Saturday, old George, a stooped, gaunt man who spoke only to the grocer, while Adam would busy himself unloading the boxes from the rusty pickup. They’d bring in the produce to sell, fresh strawberries and green beans, corn and tomatoes. Sometimes there’d be flowers, too, plants and fresh herbs. Everyone used to stare.

	George Hill would do his business and then climb back into his truck. Adam would hop on the back and they’d return home, that old truck puffing its way back to the house at the end of the road.

	George Hill had been a suspect in the murder of Alex Sutherland back then. Now that Colton thought about it, it had been a logical assumption. George Hill rarely spoke to anyone, and their house sat on the road. The police had been out there to question him but nothing ever came of it. They’d no proof that he’d done anything to the boy, even though it was determined that the flowers had come from his property.

	Old George had died a few years later. Alex’s killer had never been found. But now someone had killed Nathan.

	Colton could hardly breathe as he drove. He couldn’t believe it. He couldn’t believe that someone had killed Nathan.

	Darkness fell. Colton stopped for coffee and to fill up his tank, then tried to call his sister. There was no answer. He dialed his mom instead. No answer there as well. She was probably with Brenda.

	He drained his coffee, took a large one to go and turned on the radio. He contemplated calling Martin, then changed his mind. He’d closed that door. He didn’t want to open it again.

	He pulled over on the side of the road at one point and closed his eyes. He wasn’t tired; he was overwhelmed. He couldn’t quite believe he was going home to a town that no longer had his nephew in it. What was he going to say to Brenda? How could he do anything to comfort her?

	They’d always been close. His big sister. She was always there for him, and now he had to find the courage to see her through this.

	He started the engine again and pulled back onto the road. He finished the cold coffee and put the empty paper cup on the seat beside him. When he finally saw the sign for Whitfield up ahead, he took a jagged breath. He was home.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	The dream catcher swayed back and forth in the gentle breeze, and Adam sat outside on the swing watching it for a while. He wondered if there was any truth to them. He hadn’t had any dreams to catch anyway.

	He stretched out his legs and closed his eyes. If he stayed really still, sometimes at this time of evening he swore he could hear the spirits of his ancestors whispering to him. They would tell him that something was coming, to be careful. Tonight, their voices seemed especially strong.

	He’d never told anyone he could hear his ancestors. He had no one to tell. And if he did, they’d just say, “Oh, that’s Adam, the freak at the end of the road, thinks he hears voices.”

	But it wasn’t like that.

	Adam knew they said stuff like that about him anyway.

	Whenever he rolled into town with produce on the weekend, they’d stare at him, the same as when George was alive. They could say what they wanted.

	The stars were bright. He could count each one if he wanted. His old dog, Shadow, came up beside him suddenly and Adam casually stroked her ears. She whimpered a little against his hand.

	Oh yes, something was coming, and he wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad thing. “Come on girl,” he said, “I’ll get your supper.”

	He left the door open. It felt stuffy in the house. He’d managed to finally get rid of all his grandfather’s old newspapers and magazines. He’d kept the books on chemistry and biology, though.

	He’d read them all cover to cover, even his grandfather’s old medical books, the ones he’d had when he was a young man, before his father lost everything in the thirties, and he’d had to give up his dream of becoming a doctor.

	The main room looked sparse now, the old wood stove sitting beside the brand-new fridge he’d had to order from the catalogue last year. The oak table and chairs his grandfather had built himself were still solid but it was time he considered buying a new sofa. Blankets could only hide so much, and the springs were starting to come up.

	His prize was the fifty-five-inch color television. George would have been scandalized to think he’d spent that much money on a TV. Adam had taken great pleasure in throwing out the old black and white one.

	The house had one bedroom, and when George was alive, it had contained two single beds. He remembered
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