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The first time I died, I didn’t come back alone…



When Garnet McGee returns to her small Vermont hometown for the holidays, she vows to solve the mystery of the murder which shattered her life ten years ago.



But then the unexpected happens — she dies in an accident and gets brought back to life by paramedics.



Now she’s hearing words, seeing visions and experiencing strange sensations. Are these merely symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder and an over-active imagination, or is she getting messages from a paranormal presence?



Garnet has always prided herself on being logical and rational, but trying to catch a killer without embracing her shadow self is getting increasingly difficult. And dangerous, because in a town full of secrets, it seems like everybody has a motive for murder.








“The past is never dead. It's not even past.”





— William Faulkner, Requiem for a Nun




Prologue

July 2008

The covered bridge crouched open-mouthed on the road ahead. Bushes grew densely on either side of the opening. Vines sent tender shoots and tendrils around the weathered timber sidings and through the lattice truss work to probe the dark interior.

I reduced my speed, checked for oncoming traffic, and drove into the tunnel. The wooden slats creaked beneath the weight of my car, and the roar of the Kent River rushing over the rocks ten feet below reverberated in the confined space. I crawled along, torn between the fear that the floorboards would give way beneath me if I went faster and the irrational dread that the low, arched beams and wooden walls would close in on me, trapping me in their dank grip.

I shivered and gooseflesh tightened the skin on my arms — a sure sign, my mother would say, that a ghost was walking over my grave.

I hunched over the steering wheel, gripping it with both hands as the shadows wove a deep gloom behind me. On and on the tunnel stretched, for far longer, surely, than its two-hundred-and-seven-foot length. I kept my eyes on the square of light glimmering ahead, accelerated over the last twenty feet, and popped out into the muggy warmth of the July day on the other side.

My eyes were watering — possibly due to the dazzling summer sunshine, but probably because that’s just what they did these days. Tears flowed even when I wasn’t thinking about him, about what had happened. They just came, and sometimes they went.

I snagged my Ray Bans from the glove compartment and fumbled them on. The rest of my clothes and possessions were stuffed in the suitcases now packed in the trunk, along with my week-old high school diploma. In a few hours, I’d be in Boston, ready to unpack and start a new life.

I spared a brief glance for the rusted town limits sign as I whizzed past. The pole listed sideways as if it, too, was unable to bear the weight of its burden. It was stuck there, keeling over in slow-motion surrender, but I was getting away. Leaving the last year far behind me.

And if I had my way, I’d never come back.
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Afterward, whenever anyone asked me to tell them about what happened, I never knew when to begin the story. I think it all started when I went back home, but maybe it was when I died. Or when he did. Or even the year before that, when we had all the rain. Perhaps it was the meeting with my faculty supervisor that started the chain of motion — I’d like to be able to blame him.

I knew where it started, though — in a small Vermont town tucked into the cleavage between the Green Mountains and Kent Hill, ground zero of several dying businesses, multiple illicit affairs, endless dull gossip and one grand mystery. The last time I’d driven this highway, I’d been eighteen years old and headed in the opposite direction, determined never to return.

And yet here I was, headed back to my hometown.

A new wooden sign, complete with painted crest and brick pillars on either side, materialized out of the mist at the town limits. In fancy hand-lettering, the sign proclaimed: Welcome to Pitchford, Vermont. Chartered 1767. Population 2826.

The welcome sign wasn’t the only change. A few hundred yards after the turnoff to the old Johnson farm with its weather-beaten barns and herds of Holstein dairy cows, and on the other side of Kent Hill, was the new and improved home of Beaumont Brothers Spring Water Company. Pure water, pure life, their tastefully subdued signage announced. According to my father, who occasionally updated me on town news, the new bottling plant had been built the year after I graduated high school.

By then I was already in Boston, flunking my first year of premed. My second year wasn’t any better. I spent nights in my room, lost in the oblivion of sleep. I struggled to get out of bed in the mornings, couldn’t concentrate in lectures, didn’t care enough to study, refused to talk to anyone about it. I was in limbo, waiting for my new life to begin, or my old life to let go of me. When neither happened, I dropped out and ran away to the other side of the planet. For over a year, I worked as a volunteer on conservation programs in South Africa — tagging rhinos, cleaning cages in a primate sanctuary, caring for wild dogs and cheetahs in breeding programs, and drinking enough of the cheap local beer to anesthetize an elephant’s memory. My own, however, remained stubbornly persistent.

Back in Boston, I began the long journey of studying psychology, intending to understand the faulty minds and repair the wounded hearts of the world. Although if my master’s faculty supervisor, Professor Kenneth Perry, was to be believed, then even back then my true — albeit unconscious — goal had been the impossible task of understanding and repairing myself.

At our most recent monthly progress meeting, Perry had studied me over the top of his spectacles, as if trying to fathom the depths of my motivations. “Your Statistical Methods II credit is still not complete. More importantly, your thesis is still nowhere bloody near done, despite you buggering around with it for years. Years!”

Perry was a Brit, originally from Exeter, and he used words like bugger, bloody and bollocks all the time. I’d caught the habit from him.

“I know, I know,” I said. “It’s just that I keep falling down the rabbit hole of research and finding more interesting side topics.”

He raised an eyebrow, and I hurried on.

“I’m thinking of changing the focus to look at how the social construction of grief is mediated by support on social media. What do you think? I could look at how the memorialization of the lost one on social media sites both fixes their identity and changes the identity of the survivor.”

I rubbed a thumb against the tip of my forefinger, where a thin filament of skin was peeling away. I wanted to nibble it off, but knowing Perry, he’d interpret that as a regressive oral gesture — a substitution for thumb-sucking.

“And as for stats — my brain just doesn’t work that way.”

“Bollocks,” he said.

“You’d think I’d get a little sympathy from the Psych department.”

He gave me a wry smile. “Sympathy? If I was your therapist, I’d be more likely to interpret your endless delays.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“I’d explore whether you really want to do this.”

“You think I should dump grief altogether and find a whole new topic?”

“I’m not talking about your poxy thesis. I’m talking about all of this.” He spread his arms wide. “About psychology.”

“You’re implying I don’t really want to be a psychologist?” I said, outraged. “After I’ve spent so long studying it?”

“I’m asking because you’ve spent so long studying it. You should be finishing your doctorate by now. And instead, you’re still mucking about with your Masters.”

“That’s not because I don’t want to be a psychologist.”

“Isn’t it?” He tilted his head and contemplated me shrewdly. “You’ve heard of the concept of ‘the wounded healer’?”

“The theory that people study psychology as a roundabout way of dealing with their own issues, instead of getting therapy for themselves?”

“That’s the one.”

“You think that applies to me?”

“Don’t you?”

Bloody shrink. Answering a question with a question. I tried to pinch off the irritating bit of skin with what remained of my nails.

“You’ve had some difficult things happen in your life,” he said. “Issues with your family of origin.”

“We’ve all had those,” I muttered.

“And a tragic, traumatic loss.”

That was a low blow. I shifted my gaze away from him and stared out of the window, across the university lawns. On this early December evening, no students lingered on the icy stone benches to debate Nietzsche or the reality of experience. Oak trees stretched arthritic limbs — bare of all but the most tenacious leaves — up to the sullen gray sky.

“Garnet?”

I turned back to face him.

“I think it might be useful for you to take a moratorium.”

“You don’t think I can finish. You don’t believe I’ve got what it takes,” I accused.

He snorted. “Really? That’s your best attempt at derailing me?”

I shrugged. “It was worth a shot.”

“Take a break. Spend some time thinking about what you really want to do with your life.”

“What — I’m supposed to hang around my apartment making pro and con lists?”

“Go home.”

“This is home.”

“Get some country air. Make some decisions. Visit your family.”

His tone — concerned, gentle even — made me uncomfortable. I didn’t want to go home, particularly at this time of year. Keeping my hands in my lap, out of his line of vision, I worried at the loose skin on my finger.

“When did you last see your parents?” he asked.

“A few months ago.”

They visited me twice a year, every year without fail — for the fourth of July and for Christmas — but my mother wouldn’t be up to travelling to Boston this December.

“Didn’t you say your mother had a stroke?” he asked.

“A transient ischemic attack,” I corrected.

“Close enough.”

It had been close enough to scare the crap out of Dad. He’d said her face had drooped on one side and that for several minutes she’d rambled on confusedly — more so than usual, apparently. Then she’d lost her balance and broken her left ankle, and she’d had to spend three weeks resting with it elevated. It was still in a knee-to-toe cast.

“She’s recovered well,” I said. “And she’s on blood pressure meds and blood thinners, so it shouldn’t happen again.”

“Even so, the TIA may be a warning of things to come. Your parents are never going to be physically healthier or mentally sharper than they are now. How old are they, anyway?”

“My father’s sixty-three and my mother’s sixty-four, and apart from this latest episode, they’re in great health.”

“No one’s immortal. Spend the holidays with them, drink eggnog or whatever your favorite festive tipple is.”

“Irish coffee, served extra hot. No one ever serves it hot enough. Although I did find this great place in Beacon Hill that—”

“Garnet,” he said, interrupting my attempt to change the subject, “how many Christmases with them do you think you have left?”

Not realizing what I was doing until it was done, I tore the filament of skin off with my teeth, leaving a thin strip of raw skin. Damn, that was going to hurt later.

“You can let me know your decision in January,” Perry said.

His suggestion wasn’t entirely without appeal. My parents had pleaded with me to spend the holidays with them in Pitchford, plus my father had privately begged for my help in persuading my mother to close her sandals-and-candles shop in town. If we got her to agree, then he’d be grateful for my help in sorting, clearing and purging the contents. And there was a part of me that wanted in on that action, that longed to toss all the crystals, dream catchers, incense sticks and astrology charts into the trash, where they belonged.

“And if you decide to continue, I want your completed thesis by the end of May,” Perry said. Although I didn’t always get his dry, British sense of humor, I was pretty sure he wasn’t kidding.

“You’re giving me a deadline? An ultimatum?”

He nodded.

“Bastard,” I said, just loud enough for him to hear.

“I’ve been called worse.”

“Is that all?”

“One more thing — and you’re not going to like this either. If you decide to complete your master’s, I’ll require you to enter therapy.”

“What? For myself — like, as the patient?”

“Yes.”

“Why?” I demanded.

“To address your social adjustment issues, and to treat your excoriation disorder.”

“I do not have excoriation disorder. I just bite my nails.”

“Please, Garnet, I’ve seen you draw blood picking at the skin on your fingers and your lips. Do you pick or peel anywhere else, or do any other kind of self-mutilation?”

I scowled at him. “And I do not have social adjustment issues.”

“So you’ve started socializing with friends in the evenings and on weekends? You have a boyfriend?”

“For your information, I went out on a date just last week. Had sex afterward, too!”

“Spoken to him since?” When I didn’t answer, Perry added, “You’re afraid of intimacy, Garnet. You need to work through that. How can you help others unless you’ve dealt with your own stuff?”

“I’m going now.” I grabbed my bag. “I’ll see you in January.”

“You have a very merry Christmas, now!”

Which was how, a week later, I came to be driving down the icy highway that cut through the woods, headed back to my hometown for the holidays. My Honda’s headlights picked out the details along the road — the picnic site at Flat Rock, the tall pines and firs looming in the mist like gray giants, their boughs already heavy with the season’s first real snow, and up ahead, the covered bridge that straddled Kent River. I tried to stare it down. Blinked first.

A shadow broke from the dark mass of trees to my left and bounded into the road ahead of me. I slammed on the brakes, wrenched the wheel. Tires squealed. The car lurched, spun sideways, slid across the road and came to a juddering halt with the nose a hand’s breadth away from the rough bark of a tree trunk. Heart hammering at the base of my throat, I cursed my stupidity. I knew how to drive on these icy roads. Dad had drummed it into me as a teenager. Drive slowly, pulse the brakes, turn into the skid.

And be on the lookout for moose.

Wiping cold sweat off my upper lip with a trembling hand, I started the stalled car and began backing up. A loud horn sounded. I snapped my head to the side to see a black Suburban snaking out to avoid hitting my reversing rear as it sped down the highway.

Damn. I’d almost killed myself twice in two minutes.

I took several calming breaths to damp down the adrenaline and cortisol racing through my veins, then inched back into the road, checking each direction repeatedly before setting off in the direction of town at half my previous speed. I slowed down even further as I approached the covered bridge. It had a new roof and reinforced concrete abutments — repairs made, so a small information sign said, after storm damage sustained during Hurricane Irene in 2011.

Inside, it was still dark and claustrophobic. And it still took way too long to drive through. As my car rumbled over its boards, I resisted the crazy sensation that the wooden sides were closing ranks in the darkness behind me, sealing off the route out of town. If I were a therapist — and despite my protestations to Prof. Perry, I was far from sure I wanted to be — I’d have been tempted to interpret the tight tunnel as a symbolic birth canal.

But this time, I realized, I was going back to Mama.
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The day of the picnic was the first clear day in ages. After what felt like a year of thick clouds and heavy rain, the sun emerged triumphant in a cloudless, turquoise sky, and the message went out on Myspace and in texts: Spring Break! Picnic today, noon, Flat Rock, bring food and drinks. Seniors and juniors only.

We arrived in small groups, peeling out of cars and claiming spots on the grass, benches and boulders at the site. Someone hooked up their iPod to a pair of mini-speakers, and The Fray wondered how to save a life. We dumped our offerings of soda and snacks on the lichen-covered, flat-topped boulder, like supplicants at a stone altar to an ancient god. My friend Jessica Armstrong and I had caught a ride with her handsome brother, James, whom everyone called Blunt because he was always stoned. Though he’d been out of high school for a couple of years now, Blunt’s stash of weed was his ticket to any gathering of teens in our town.

Jessica hoisted her clinking backpack onto the rock and extracted a tower of red Solo cups and three bottles of wine. Everyone standing nearby cheered.

Pete Dillon, captain of the football team and never one to deny his appetites, gave her a wink and said, “Suh-weet, Armstrong! How’d you get your hands on the weineken?”

Jessica blushed, but tried to play it cool. “I lifted it.” To me she whispered, “From my father’s liquor cabinet,” and, at my look, added, “What? He won’t miss a few bottles.”

My contribution to the food consisted of an enormous bag of my favorite Fiery Habanero Doritos and another of popcorn, a tube of Pringles, and a few bottles of Coke and Sour Apple soda — all legitimately sourced from my father’s grocery store in town. Hot, salty, sweet and sour. I had all my extreme taste bases covered.

Others had brought hot dogs, goldfish crackers, more chips and enough candy to get everyone smacked off their heads on sugar. Colby Beaumont, I noticed — and I always noticed Colby Beaumont — had brought several six-packs of bottled spring water in a range of flavors, which he’d probably collected from his family’s bottling plant just a mile down the way. He was wearing faded Levis and an old Red Hot Chili Peppers T-shirt, and his fair hair shone in the sunlight. Even Judy Burns — who was all over him like salmonella on steak — couldn’t dim his gorgeousness.

Jessica elbowed me in the ribs and tilted her head in Colby’s direction. She was always trying to get me to make a move on him, telling me, “You two would be perfect for each other.” She regarded the fact that Colby was currently dating Judy as inconvenient, but irrelevant. “That won’t last, you’ll see. What’s she got besides beauty?”

We both stared enviously at the long legs, big boobs and sleek, strawberry-blond hair of our fellow senior. By comparison, I was boring. Average height, medium-brown hair. The only non-regular things about my appearance were my boobs, which were smaller than the norm.

“Colby strikes me as the kind of guy who likes, you know, brains. And personality.”

“She’s not stupid,” I conceded begrudgingly.

“Plus,” Jessica continued, undeterred by my pessimism, “I heard from Stef that they’re really rocky. But you’ve got to make him notice you. Like, starting now.”

I made myself consider it logically. If I spoke to him, one of two things could happen — either he’d blow me off, or he wouldn’t. Fifty-fifty odds weren’t bad. I pulled my long braid of brown hair around to the front, because Jess always said it looked cuter that way, and made myself smile as I walked over to Colby. Judy narrowed her eyes territorially at me and held onto Colby a little tighter.

“Hey Colby, can I try a bottle of the lemon and lime water?” I asked.

“Sure, help yourself.”

He fished a few bottles out of the cooler of ice beside him and held one out to me. I took it, hyper-aware of the brush of his fingers against mine. I offered him some of my prized hot chips. “Want to try these? Since you like chilis.”

“He doesn’t like chilis,” Judy said. “Why would you think he does?”

Colby looked confused, and I inwardly cursed my sucky social skills.

“Um.” I pointed to his shirt.

“Oh, right, I get it.” He grinned and took a few chips and popped them in his mouth.

“Well?” I asked him.

“They’re not bad at all. Spicy, but not too hot.”

“Wait for it…” I said.

Judy gave me a why-are-you-still-here look, but Colby’s eyes widened as the slow burn kicked into higher gear. Then he went red and coughed, while Judy slapped his back with a manicured hand.

“I told you he doesn’t like hot things. Are you okay, Colbs?” she asked, fussing over him and handing him a cup of soda.

“The heat is murdering my face,” he rasped. He gulped down the soda, then pulled a face. “Too sweet!”

“Here.” I handed him the bottle of lemon and lime water I’d just taken. “Sorry.”

“You eat those things?” he asked when he could breathe again.

“All the time,” I admitted, fiddling with the end of my long braid, feeling the spiky tuft of hair against my fingertips.

He raised his eyebrows at me and rubbed a hand across his chest. “Respect. I think I’ll stick to musical peppers.”

Judy placed a fingertip on his jaw and turned his head to face her again. “Let’s hike to the top of the hill, Colbs. Maybe we can get some privacy that way.”

Colby chugged the rest of the water like his throat was burning before giving me a quick grin. Judy muttered something about irritating interruptions as they walked away. I stood like a dope, watching him go, admiring the fine sight of his denim-clad butt until Jess joined me again.

I sighed. “I’m such a moron. Why didn’t I offer him Pringles? Or popcorn?”

“Consider the upside,” she said. “At least he won’t forget you.”

We hung around, soaking up the sun, while some of the others trailed after Colby and Judy. It was always like that — wherever Colby was, others wanted to be. Jess gave a snort of disgust, and following her gaze, I saw Pete lying on a patch of grass with a girl from my class called Ashleigh Hale. He had his tongue down her throat, and she had her hands under his shirt.

“Come on, you don’t want to watch that,” I told Jess.

She had a soft spot for Pete. But he had a hard one for every girl in town. He’d even tried putting the moves on me a couple of times, but his bulky muscles and frat-boy-style charm couldn’t compare to Colby’s lean frame, fair hair and slow smile. Pete was loud and funny. Colby was deep and intense. I knew which one I preferred.

Jess and I headed up the trail that snaked through the trees and around the side of the hill, all the way to the source of the spring near the top. Halfway up, Jess and I stepped off the path to catch our breath. Thirsty from the hot, salty chips, I finished my water while I took in the view. Come the end of September, the scene would glow with the ruby, russet and flame yellows of a New England fall, but now the hills were an endless vista of green stretching to the distant ridge of mountains. The woods ended, like the curve of a frothy wave on a beach, where old Elias Johnson’s dairy farm began on the lower slopes of the hill.

From this distance, the black-and-white cows looked like a kid’s picture book drawing of cows in a green pasture. But I’d done deliveries from my father’s store to that farm, and I knew that up close the cows were gross, their faces and udders raw and red with eczema caused by a toxin that flourished in the warm, wet weather. The poor creatures got severe sunburn and had bare, bleeding patches where they rubbed against trees and poles, and my father’s store did a good trade in the zinc ointment that helped the condition.

“Ready to go on?” Jess asked.

I nodded, and we were just about to get back onto the path when Pete Dillon came striding up. Ashleigh was nowhere in sight.

“I didn’t think you were going to join us on the hike,” Jess said, looking happy at Pete’s change of plans.

“I just wanted to give you guys a head start, else it wouldn’t be a challenge. Watch me get to the top first,” he said and took off running up the trail.

“Why is everything a competition with him?” I said, as he disappeared around a bend.

Jess sighed. “He likes winning.”

“He likes beating Colby, you mean.” As popular as Pete was, everyone knew that Colby was top dog at Pitchford High.

“That, too,” she conceded.

We set off again, each in a haze of unrequited adoration.

“Hey,” I said, trying to shrug off the mood, “time for a bet.”

“Lay it on me.”

“Which girl from school gets pregnant first?”

“Good one!” Jess said. “I’ll put five bucks on you.”

“Me?” I squeaked, nearly face-planting in the mud as my feet slipped on the pine-needle mulch. “What the…? Why would you say that?”

“It’s always the ones you least expect.”

“How d’you figure that?”

“I watch movies. I know things,” she said, sagely.

“Well, you’re wrong.” I picked a wildflower and plucked off its petals as I walked. Most flowers had an odd number of petals, so as long as you started with he loves me, you were good. “Ten bucks says it’ll be Judy.”

“Not altogether unlikely. You think she and Colby have gone all the way?”

“I do.” It pained me to think of it, but statistically speaking, it was highly probable.

“Can’t your mother make you a Judy voodoo doll? And a Colby-Garnet love potion?” Jess said, giggling.

I threw the stripped flower head at her.

When we got to the top of the hill, everyone was already clustered around the spring. The way Pete was slapping hands with the guys around him made me think he’d alpha-dogged his way to the top and got there first after all. Colby was explaining how the spring — which, honestly, looked kind of unimpressive as it bubbled out of a crack in the granite and disappeared back underground a foot or so later — was the source of Beaumont Brothers’ spring water, even though it was harvested and bottled at the plant down the hill, near old Johnson’s farm.

Judy sat on a rock nearby, examining her fingernails and looking bored. Maybe she’d heard the story of the Beaumont brothers’ discovery before, but I was fascinated. Though, to be honest, I would’ve been enthralled by Colby reading the ingredients list on the back of a bottle of hot sauce. Nearby, Pete talked loudly about the changes he planned to make to the football team’s strategy in the next season, all the while shooting not-so-surreptitious glances at Judy. I guessed the ultimate win for him would be to score a touchdown with Colby’s girl. Boys were so strange.

After a while, Colby and Judy headed off into the woods alone — to do the deed? — while the rest of us lazed about in the dappled shade. Jess passed around a bottle of wine she’d lugged up the hill, while one of Pete’s teammates passed around a roach no doubt purchased from Blunt. Sleepy from the wine, I lay down with my head against Jess’s backpack and dozed, only opening my eyes when Jess kicked my ankle.

“Look,” she said, pointing at me, but I followed the direction of her thumb, as per our secret code.

Colby was emerging from the trees, running a hand through his thick blond hair and looking… sheepish? Oh, they’d done the deed alright. I closed my eyes again, but another, sharper kick had me sitting up and blinking.

Mouth pursed, face red and eyes swollen, Judy stormed across the clearing, muttered something to a group of her friends, grabbed her bestie by the arm, and took off down the hill almost at a run. Within minutes, the news had spread amongst the rest of us — Colby and Judy had fought and broken up.

Judy’s friends were volubly scandalized, loyally accusing Colby of all kinds of nastiness. Pete looked hopeful as he pushed himself off a rock and strolled onto the path after Judy, a hound dog following the scent. Colby splashed his face with water at the spring and avoided everyone’s eyes, while Jess gave me a knowing smile.

“You,” she said, rounding her hand over her flat belly. “And twenty bucks says by the end of the year.”

I was still busy telling her not to talk out of her rear end when Colby strolled up to us.

“Hey, Jess,” he said, “can I give you two a ride back to town? I’m guessing Blunt is pretty blazed by now and shouldn’t be driving.”

He spoke to her, but he was looking at me.
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Church and state still stood sentry at the top of Main Street, Pitchford. The Bethel United Methodist Church faced the perky red door of the Town Office across the street, as if to say, “You aren’t rid of me yet,” and the old black bear weather vane which still crested its steeple angled this way and that in the gusting wind, as if sniffing at the nearby woods for a hint of coming snow.

Founded in 1772, the town had been abandoned by many of its more ambitious or distractible denizens several times over the years — in the mid-nineteenth century by desperate hopefuls headed out west for the gold rush, and again during the Great Depression when the mills ceased their grinding, and the screaming blades of the logging companies fell silent. In the 1990s, young people left their cash-strapped farming fathers and cheesemaking mothers in the fertile valley and set course for New York and Philadelphia and other places where your neighbors might not know your name, but didn’t know your private business, either.

I preferred the anonymity of living in Boston. My apartment was small and the walls were thin enough for me to hear the baby next door crying, but I felt a sense of space and freedom there that was missing in Pitchford, even though the houses here were set far apart on large lots, and my eyes could stretch over the uninterrupted view to drink in the sight of mountains and forests.

At the stop street, I lowered my window and was hit by a blast of frigid air and a rush of the kind of country silence that made a city-dweller’s ears reverberate. It would take me a day or two to get used to the absence of constant noise. I closed the window and set off slowly down the hill, amazed at the changes visible all around me.

Towns in this part of the state tended to be either dying or thriving. Ours used to be the moribund type, with a long-dead sawmill, a few small, dusty stores clinging stubbornly to their patch of land on the main drag, and a decommissioned stone-works where local kids risked broken bones leaping into the murky water at the bottom of the deep marble quarry.

You didn’t have to live in this neck of the woods to know that over the last decade or two, many of the small towns here had succumbed to massively rising rates of drug abuse and accompanying crime; it was all over the daily news. First prescription opioids, then crystal meth and now heroin — Vermont formed a lucrative corridor for dealers hopping between the big cities of New York, Chicago, Boston and Detroit on their way to Montreal.

But Pitchford hadn’t died. In fact, it appeared to have miraculously transformed itself in the years I’d been gone.

There were signs of the metamorphosis everywhere. I drove beneath the Christmas lights draped across Main Street, trying to figure out if the old-timey lampposts they hung from were new, or if they’d always been there. What definitely was new was a rash of businesses with quaint storefronts and cutesy names: Granny Smith’s Craft Cider Company, Adirondacks Antiques, and The Granary Gristmill and Bakery, which advertised a variety of artisanal breads in gold vintage-style lettering on its window.

Artisanal was a hot new word in Pitchford, it seemed. I could purchase Green Mountain Blue at the Artisanal Cheese Company, and across the way, The Vermont Syrup Emporium offered tastings of artisanal maple syrup. Judging by the luxury SUVs with skis and snowboards strapped on their roof racks that were parked outside the Emporium, maple syrup had become a popular tourist attraction.

I cruised past an art gallery, pottery studio, woodwright and cabinet-maker, chic boutiques, and a specialty chocolate store called New England Nibbles. Farther down the street was Dad’s old mom-and-pop grocery store, now a Best West supermarket cunningly hidden behind a country store facade. Dad had done well out of the sale to the chain and had urged Mom to sell her neighboring New Age store, but she’d refused. Big surprise. She said helping the customers was what kept her alive, and vowed that the only way we’d get her out of Crystals, Candles and Curiosities was in a coffin.

The store’s name was a pun, because my mother’s name was Crystal. An embarrassing tradition on my mother’s side of the family ensured all daughters were named after gemstones and crystals — which was how I got saddled with my ridiculous name. I had one aunt named Beryl, another called Ruby, and my grandmother’s first name had been Emerald. If I ever had a kid, I’d be sure to call her something like Mary or Sue.

With my mother resting up at home, the store windows were dark, and a “closed” sign hung forlornly on the inside of the glass door. The thought that Windsor County’s alternatively-minded would have to buy their tarot cards and angel charm bracelets somewhere else brought a grim smile to my lips.

At the bottom of the hill, where Main Street ended, the Tuppenny Tavern and Chop House was still open for business. The old-timey name wasn’t new, though the neon sign in vintage-style script glowing through the mist was. I wondered if the nearby pier which jutted out into Plover Pond was still a favorite hangout spot for the town’s teens.

I took a right, turning away from the bar and the pier and the memories, but there was no getting away from the pond. It lay on my left, sulking coldly in the dead center of the village, circled by the prosaically named Pond Road, with the town’s streets radiating out from it, like the concentric arcs of a spider’s web.

The surface of the pond was frozen, but the dark water beneath showed through cracks in the ice like veins of blue blood beneath the surface of white New England skin. A No Skating sign was stuck on the sandy bank near the little bay, deterring adventurous souls from venturing onto the treacherous ice — something I was in no way tempted to do.

In spring, the gazebo-style bandstand located in the waterside park would be draped with heavy bunches of lilac wisteria blossoms, and in summer, couples would sit on the mown green grass, or paddle with their toddlers at the water’s edge. In fall, the maples, oaks and birches would fire up in a blaze of copper, brass and gold leaves, but on this dull winter afternoon, the scene was a palette of monochromatic colors. Snow covered the ground, the naked tree limbs were black against the iron-gray sky, and the gnarled bare vines of the wisteria strangled the pale ribs of the empty bandstand. A lone jogger ran along the trail beside the pond, puffing out clouds of frosty breath. The strip of reflective fabric across his sweatshirt flashed amber against the bleached scene and then was gone.

I pulled my gaze away from the pond and took in the other side of the road as I drove on. I passed a house with a twenty-foot Douglas fir out front, trimmed with a necklace of soft white lights. That had been Jessica Armstrong’s home. We’d been so totally out of contact that I didn’t know whether her family still lived there, or even whether Dr. and Mrs. Armstrong were still alive.

Like many of the houses on Pond Road, the old Armstrong house looked like it had been renovated in recent years. This was now prime real estate. Front doors wore stylish wreaths made of fir, holly, pinecones and ivy and garnished with supersized ribbons, but no inflatable snowmen or garish Santa Clauses decorated the front yards of Pitchford’s wealthiest citizens. Even the old Frost Inn — a real dive back when I’d lived here — had a new slate roof, paved parking lot and forest-green window boxes.

The whole town seemed to have been given a facelift, but I wondered if the veneer of charming good taste and discreet affluence extended beyond Main Street and Pond Road to where the real folks lived. At the turnoff to the road headed out the other side of town, a cluster of matching signs pointed the way to hiking and biking trails, a berry farm and the Beaumont Golf Estate and Hydrotherapy Spa. Yup, nearby towns may have fallen on bad times, but good times had fallen on Pitchford.

Approaching the next intersection, I hit the signal to turn right onto Algonquian Street, then hesitated, scraping my front teeth over a rough edge of skin on my lower lips. Three blocks up and to the right, at the house on Abenaki Street where I’d spent the first eighteen years of my life, my father would have swept the path and driveway in anticipation of my arrival and would no doubt be anxiously checking his watch and peeping out of the front window every ten minutes. My mother, wearing her St. Christopher medal to ensure travel blessings, would have said a prayer even as she laid out a crystal grid on her altar in the living room — she liked to hedge her bets with all the deities. Both would be full of news and questions. Instead of taking the right, I made a U-turn and headed back in the direction of town, keeping my eyes averted from the pond and the pier.

Some things couldn’t be faced on an empty stomach or a caffeine deficit.
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THEN
July 2007

Most of the usual crowd were already partying under the pier near the Tuppenny Tavern by the time Jess and I arrived late that summer evening. My gaze immediately zeroed in on Colby Beaumont, who was chilling out in a large group of seniors, including two girls called Kathryn and Taylor who were leaning up against each other. Jess and I had a bet going that they’d be the first gay couple to attend the senior prom in the history of Pitchford. Pete Dillon’s best friend, Brandon Nugent, sat cross-legged and swaying slightly, eyes glazed and a doofus smile on his face. I was surprised to see that Colby’s older sister, Vanessa, was also there, along with a big guy who was a local police officer. They’d both graduated high school years ago, and word was she was studying at school in Boston or New York. Maybe she’d come home for her summer break.

“If, once I’ve blown the popsicle stand that is this town, I can think of nothing better to do with my summer vacation than come back home and hang out with a bunch of teens under the pier, please stage an intervention. Kidnap me and put me on a bus headed out of town,” I told Jess.

“Okay. Permission to slap you in order to bring you to your senses?”

“Permission granted.”

“And where should this bus be headed?”

“Anywhere but here.”

As if they’d heard my judgy opinion, Vanessa and her boyfriend stood up, dusted the seats of their pants, and walked off in the direction of the Tavern.

My gaze locked back on Colby. He wore baggy shorts and his blue tee with the hole in the shoulder. The group of girls seated close to him, giggling and exclaiming at his every word, wore bikinis and the alert, eager expressions of hunting dogs.

“Kill me now,” Jess said.

My thoughts exactly. But Jess’s gaze was, as usual, fixed on Pete, who stood to the side of the main group, pinning Judy Burns against a wooden piling. They were making out hard enough to earn an R-rating, but by the way both of them kept cutting glances at Colby, I figured they were more interested in his reactions than licking each other’s tonsils. For different reasons, both of them wanted him jealous.

As soon as the cop was gone, beers were pulled out of bags and coolers, and Blunt ambled up to us, holding a baggy of weed out to me.

“Hey Jess, and Jess’s friend. Can I interest you ladies in something to take the edge off?”

I shook my head. I’d smoked pot once and had felt nothing except irritable and tired.

“Something stronger, then? I’ve got Oxycontin, Vicodin, Percocet?”

A regular pharmacy, was Blunt.

“How about serrano, bird’s eye or devil’s tongue?” I asked.

“What are those, man? Mushrooms? Meth?”

“Fuck off, Blunt. She’s not interested in your merchandise,” Jess said, her gray eyes — so like her handsome brother’s — filled with contempt.

He stood still and stared at me for several moments, as if trying to figure my angle, then shrugged and strolled off.

“He’s dealing pills now?” I asked Jess softly.

“He’s dealing whatever he can get his hands on.”

“How? I mean, where does he get them?”

“He steals pages from my father’s prescription pads and fills them at drugstores in nearby towns.”

“Jeez. That’s kinda… hardcore.”

“Yeah,” she said grimly. “I think he’s coming off the rails. He came home the other day bragging to me that he’d beat up a pharmacist in Rutland because the guy had refused to fill the script and threatened to call the cops.”

“Shit.” I began nibbling on my pinkie nail.

She automatically pushed my hand away from my mouth. “But maybe he was just talking smack, you know? I don’t believe half of what he says anyway, he’s always out of it.”

“Do your parents know?”

“About him using? Yeah. About him dealing and stealing? I don’t think so.”

“Are you going to tell them?”

Jess sighed. “I don’t know. I don’t know what they’d do about it, to be honest. It’s not like they can ground him or confiscate his cell phone.”

Blunt had moved out of home more than a year ago, and now lived in a trailer park just outside of town. Rumor had it that he farmed weed in a clearing up in the woods.

Jess kicked at the damp sand with a toe of her sandal, dislodging a rusted bottle top. “Besides, you can’t report your own kid to the cops.”

“I guess not,” I said. “What about rehab?”

She gave me a sad smile and sang, “They tried to make him go, but he said, ‘No, no, no!’”

I gave her a long hug. She hated what her brother was becoming, but I knew she still cared about him.

The group of Colby fangirls ran screaming and laughing into the pond, splashing water at each other and angling their bodies, some lithe, some curvy, to maximum advantage. The display was wasted on Colby, though, who scanned the faces under the pier, caught my eye, and waved Jess and me over.

Jess told me to go without her. “You don’t need me there, playing third wheel.”

I perched myself on the damp sand right next to Colby, in the space the girls had vacated.

“Beer?” he offered.

I took the longneck and sipped, shuddering a little at the icy bitterness, conscious of his warmth beside me.

“How’s your summer going?” he asked.

“Okay, you know, nothing wildly exciting. I help my dad out some at the store and hang out with Jess. And yours?”

“It’s had its ups and downs.”

Had he classified breaking up with Judy as an up or a down?

“You’ve got a job at the town clerk’s office, with Jessica’s mom?” I said, and then silently cursed myself for letting the question slip out. I had no desire for him to know how I tracked his every move.

“Yeah.” He laughed. “She’s a piece of work, that woman.”

She was? “In what way?” I asked.

“Colby! Colby!” the girls in the water yelled. “Come on in!”

He glanced at them and then stood up, offering me his hand and pulling me to my feet. “Go for a walk?”

“Sure,” I said, trying to look casually cool rather than super enthusiastic.

I tried even harder when he kept on holding my hand as we walked away from the pier. His hand was warm, and much bigger than my own, yet our fingers laced comfortably. When we passed Jess, I studiously avoided making eye contact, sure she’d be giving me a you-go-girl! look. We strolled along the narrow fringe of sand at the water’s edge and passed by the little bay that was a favorite swimming spot. The sounds of shouting and laughter faded behind us, swallowed up by the warm air and the water.

The setting sun reached fingers of light across the sky to touch the patchy clouds with shades of peach and plum, and burnished Colby’s blond hair with gold. A dog ran up and down in the shallows, barking at waterfowl landing on the pond further out. A kayaker pulled his craft onto the sand and hoisted it onto his shoulders to carry it back to his car, whistling to the dog to follow him. On our right, picnickers were shaking their blankets, packing their baskets, and corralling their sticky kids. An old homeless guy sat himself down on the steps on the bandstand and sucked on a bottle wrapped in a brown paper bag.

“You were telling me about your job?” I prompted.

Colby picked up a pebble and threw it sideways so that it skimmed across the surface of the water, bouncing four times.

“Well, my dad and uncle wanted me to take a summer job at the water company — you know that’s the Beaumont family business?”

“Sure.” Everyone knew that.

I picked up my own pebble, threw it crossways at the pond. It merely sank into the water.

“But I told them no. It didn’t seem right, you know?”

I nodded, understanding. “Everyone would know you’re the boss’s kid. It would be… awkward.”

“Yeah, and not fair. Especially not with jobs as scarce as they are around here. But my father and uncle were pretty pissed that I turned them down. I think they intend for me to take over the business one day.” He skimmed another stone. Six bounces. “They’ve got my whole future laid out for me.” He didn’t sound enthusiastic about it.

“Your uncle doesn’t have kids?”

“No, he never married. Not sure why. So, if the Beaumont brothers want to keep it in the family, it’ll have to be Vanessa who steps up. She’d have the head for it — even though she’s studying political science at Boston U. Or if they want someone who has the heart for it, they can wait for my baby sister, Cassie, to grow up. She loves the water better than any of us do.”

“So, you don’t want to go into business?”

He mimed cocking a gun and firing it into his temple.

“What do you want to do then?” I asked.

“You first.”

“I don’t know. I can’t decide. I like math and science stuff — physics, chemistry.”

“You do?” He looked surprised. “Why?”

I’d never thought about why. “I guess because it’s… definite. There’s a truth to math. You can count on it. Two and two are always four. And if you have three apples and I have one less than you, then we’re always going to have five in total. I like that. It’s solid. Comforting.”

“You like logic.”

“Yeah, I do.” Maybe because it was in such short supply in my home life.

“So, you’re going to be a scientist, or an engineer?” he asked.

“Maybe. I haven’t decided.”

We walked further, until we were past the bandstand and alone at the edge of the pond, watching the last sliver of sun setting behind the dark copse of trees on the far side. The night was perfectly still and the water smooth except for the ripples sent out by a lone green-headed mallard paddling toward the bank of tall reeds to our right.

“So, what do you want to do when you leave school?” I asked again. My voice sounded too loud in the evening hush.

He ran a hand over the back of his hair and smiled at me ruefully. “You’ll laugh.”

“I won’t. Promise.”

“I want to be a cop.”

The duck laughed then — a low, raspy quack — as if in response to Colby’s words.

“A cop?” I asked.

“Yeah. I want to be a cop, right here in Pitchford.”

Because there was something vulnerable about him in that moment, and because I’d promised, I didn’t laugh. But I wanted to. Who in their right mind would want to stay in Pitchford, let alone as a cop?

Keeping my voice neutral, I asked, “Why?”

“I love this place, you know? The pond and the woods and the people. But I think it’s going downhill. Most of the kids ditch town when they leave school, and never come back.”

That was certainly my plan.

“So, there’s no new blood or energy. The drug problem is getting bad, thanks to assholes like Blunt.”

After Jess’s story about Blunt’s violent temper, I wanted to warn Colby to steer clear of confrontations, but I didn’t want to interrupt him. He was passionate about this, I could tell. His face was earnest, and his eyes glittered in the dim light.

“And where there’s drugs, there’s crime. I can just see this town going to shit. First the petty stuff — theft, shoplifting, prostitution. Then the more serious stuff — rape, assault, even murder. And white-collar crime — shady land deals, corrupt representatives. It snowballs, you know? I want to stop it. Frank Turner won’t be chief for much longer; he’s past retirement age already. He’s careless and forgetful. This town deserves better.”

Everyone knew Chief Turner was useless. My father said he was as idle as a toad in the bottom of a well. My mother said that he was a typically lazy Leo, and that what this town needed was a heroically brave and suspicious Aries.

I didn’t know what star sign Colby was. Didn’t ask. Didn’t care. My mother’s theories were seriously dumb, and I wanted nothing to do with them.

“What about the new cop — Ray? Roy?” I asked.

Colby grinned. “Ryan. He’s totally into my sister — maybe he’ll follow her to Boston and there’ll be a vacant post soon.”

“Well, if anyone can do it, you can,” I said, kicking off my sandals and wading into the water.

“Will you come back to Pitchford once you graduate college?” Colby asked me.

I was delighted to see that he looked hopeful. Still, I said, “Not if I can help it.”

He nodded, seemingly unsurprised.

“I can’t wait to get out of this town,” I said. “The same people doing the same things, the gossip, everyone knowing your business.” Not to mention wanting to leave home.

He took a step closer to me, brushed a stray strand of hair back from my cheek, curled it around his finger and gave it a little tug.

“It’s not all bad, surely? There must be something here you like,” he murmured.

The air shifted around us, pushed us closer. I couldn’t find my voice.

“I guess we’ll just have to make the most of our time together,” he said, which was as good as straight-up saying “I like you.”

Smiling at him, I whispered, “Okay.”

He pressed his lips to mine for a fleeting second. I smelled cola lip balm, and felt my cheeks flush and a goofy smile curve my mouth when he stepped back and tucked the curl of hair behind my ear. Then he took off his T-shirt in the funny way guys do, grabbing it at the back and pulling it over their heads. Wait. He was undressing?

Not sure whether to panic or to fling myself at him, I just stared, enjoying the sight of his chest and flat belly.

“Let’s go for a swim,” he said.

“A swim? Now?”

“Yeah, the water’s warm, the company’s good, and the stars are coming out. What would you rather be doing?”

“I’m not wearing a bathing suit.”

“Neither am I,” he said and ran into the pond in his long shorts.

I hesitated a moment and then stripped off my sundress and followed him, wearing only my bra and panties.

“You lied,” I gasped, shivering. “The water’s not warm.”

But he was. And as he pulled me into his arms and kissed me — slowly at first, tenderly touching his lips against my shoulders, my temples, my lips — I thought I’d never be cold again.
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NOW
Saturday December 16, 2017

Dillon’s, on Main Street, had once been a greasy spoon, infamous for old man Dillon’s wandering hands and old lady Dillon’s temper. It now grandly declared itself to be Dillon‘s Country Store and Café. Well, this should prove interesting.

I parked directly outside, beside a lamppost with a sign announcing a Carols by Candlelight gathering scheduled for the following evening down at the bandstand by Plover Pond. I would not be attending that event, no sir, no ma’am, no matter how hard my mother tried to strong-arm me into holly-ing and holy-ing. Just the idea of cheerful carolers singing merrily of silent nights, baby boys and joyful tidings in that particular spot raised a fierce prickle of anger behind my eyes.

Grabbing my handbag, I climbed out of the car, slammed the door behind me and, gasping at the shock of freezing air and buffeting wind, set the remote lock and alarm. At the double beep, a nearby man walking a dog on a lead turned in surprise. He smiled indulgently at my foolish big city ways and patted his pet, which was shivering despite being swathed in the absurd canine equivalent of a holiday sweater.

“You don’t need to lock your car here, ma’am. We don’t have criminals in this town.”

I recognized the old man at once as my one-time high school chemistry teacher, but he clearly didn’t remember me. “I know exactly what kind of town this is, Mr. Wallace.”

Enjoying the look of surprise on his face, I spun on my heel and took a step toward the café, but something brushed up against my legs, tangling my feet, and the icy sidewalk slipped out from under me. I fell hard, slamming flat on my back and banging my head against the lamppost. White lights popped in the blackness behind my eyes. I couldn’t breathe.

I heard pants and grunts. Someone was crouched beside me, asking me something. I wanted to tell them to back up out of my space, but there was a weight crushing my lungs flat and no air to speak. Hands helped me into a sitting position, and a voice said, “There now, stay calm. You’ll feel better in a moment or two. You just got the wind knocked out of you.”

The grunts were coming from me, not the dog, I realized. Embarrassment superseding panic, I forced a small breath in through my nose, and then pushed a slow breath out through my mouth. That helped. Uttering a curse on my next exhalation helped even more.

“There you go,” the voice encouraged.

I opened my eyes and saw Mr. Wallace bending down to peer at me solicitously. His dog sat beside me, licking my hand, and a small group of people had gathered around to watch my growing relationship with the sidewalk. I waved them away.

“Give her some space, folks. She’ll be fine in a minute, just let
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