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This novel is a work of fiction and the
characters and events in it exist only in its pages and in the
author’s imagination.
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Maplewood, Vermont is a picturesque town
filled with unique shops, unique homes, and a quaint familiarity
all centered around a lake with an unusual history.

Legends, old as well as Urban, float around
like the mist that hovers above the lake at break of dawn.

But they’re just stories, right?

Hayden Moore’s life was destroyed when his
husband, Malcolm, was murdered. Giving up his job as an assistant
district attorney in Boston, Hayden moved to the little burg of
Maplewood to recover.

A new life.

A fresh start.

However, something underneath the water is
stirring. Something rotten. A deadly secret wakes underneath the
black waters of Lake Veronica so disturbing it haunts the
nightmares of the local residents.

It’s coming closer…

 


* * * * *

 



To John, I love you

 


* * * * *
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Prologue

Then

 


A lantern burned in the woods, held up by a
pale white hand, shedding its amber light upon the forest floor
beneath her feet. She waited nervously, excited by the darkness.
Her breath came out in plumes of moist air, dancing in front of her
face before lifting off to join the cold winds above her head. She
waited for him, anticipation eating at her heart, her limbs
shaking. The trees above her head leaned over; their bare limbs
stretched out above her like a canopy, as if they were listening to
her wishes. The stars above were hidden by the clouds of a storm
brewing to the west, its lightning bolts darting among the mountain
tops.

The silence was broken by the sound of hoof
beats. She grew quiet; she knew it was him, and at long last he
emerged from the direction of the town. Her gelding whinnied at the
sight of his horse as if to greet it. He grinned down at her, his
eyes huge and filled with love as he dismounted, leading his horse
over to where hers had been tied up.

His breath had been stolen from him. His
knees shook, and his heart hammered so hard in his chest he thought
it might burst forth, killing them both. She came—his love, his
soul, and soon-to-be wife. She was beautiful in the flickering
lantern light, her hair falling upon her shoulders. He walked to
her and took her hands in his as he kissed her on the mouth.

“Are you ready, my love?” he asked, his
Irish brogue lacing the words he spoke.

“I am, Riley,” she whispered. “I love
you.”

“I love you, Veronica. You look beautiful.”
He stepped back, soaking her in. His heart burned for her like no
other woman he had ever met. Her wedding dress was hidden
underneath the black riding cloak pinned shut at the neck. Her eyes
glittered with the light of the flame.

She blushed at his words and felt them roll
through her body like molten rock, deep into her bosom. This rogue
who had stolen her heart, who’d turned her from the home of her
father, was now to be her husband. He was strong, smart, and sure,
and tonight, he was going to belong to her forever.

He walked over to his horse and reached into
a saddle bag from which he withdrew something and brought it back
to where she stood. Taking the lantern from her, he set it down on
the ground near his feet and sat her on the trunk of a tree that
had long since fallen. Sitting next to her, he placed his arm on
top of hers, entwining their fingers.

She looked down the hill to the small town
below and could see her father’s church, its steeple rising towards
the heavens. Her heart twanged with regret that he couldn’t be
here—that he hated Riley as much as Riley hated him. She’d left the
house silent as a ghost, at a quarter past eleven, while he snored
down the hallway. She’d waited until she reached the edge of the
wood to light her lantern, to avoid neighbors’ prying eyes. The
moonlight, which had hidden itself prior, appeared and guided her
path to the spot where they had planned to meet.

Riley had come to town a year ago, traveling
with a small band of men, looking to make a home. Her father
welcomed the three to the town, making sure they had work, and a
place to lay their heads. She met him one day by chance as he
passed her school house; she had just let the little ones out to
play in the afternoon sunlight when he walked by. His long, blond
hair and green eyes caught her unprepared and she nearly stumbled
under his gaze. He stood still, head tilted to the side,
considering her as if looking at some sculpture or piece of art.
Then he smiled, wide and warm, and her heart belonged to him.

He tried to court her, pleading with her
father, but all his attempts were thwarted. Her father, who had
grown cold and unfeeling after the death of her mother, did
everything he could to keep them apart. The arguments that ensued
were terrible; he insisted that she never see Riley, demanded it.
And she demanded that he respect her wishes and be damned what the
town thought about him. He was from Ireland and was considered a
Papist—a Catholic. Oh, if they only knew he wasn’t even a Christian
but a child of an older religion.

As he tied ribbon after ribbon around their
arms, he thought, like her, of the days leading up to this moment.
His initial sight of her, her raven-black hair and blue eyes, her
beauty nearly striking him dead on the spot. The attempts to call
on her, her angry and spiteful father, and the love that burned
beneath his chest. Finally, their plan to marry and elope back to
his home in Ireland. He loved Veronica with all his soul and wanted
her to be the mother of his children. Indeed, when they met in
secret, as she would sit next to him, holding his hands and staring
into his eyes, he could see forever looking back at him.

He began to whisper words in Gaelic as he
tied the multicolored ribbons around their wrists, binding them
together in life. Their attention was so focused they didn’t
realize they were not alone. Slowly, from the shadows, three
figures crept forward, one of them brandishing a club. They came
upon the two figures sitting on the log. The man with the club
raised it high in the air and brought it down heavily upon Riley’s
head.

Veronica screamed as her lover fell forward
silently and turned her head. Standing a few feet behind her, her
father raised the lantern that she had brought with her, its light
illuminating his angry face. He sneered at her as one of the men,
one of the miners, grabbed her by the arms. She raised her hands
and tried to fight him off, noticing that the ribbons had snapped.
In fury, she spat in her father’s direction.

“Harlot!” he accused.

“Let us be! Damn you,” she bellowed angrily.
He stepped forward and backhanded her, hard, causing her vision to
swim and her body to sag. As she slipped into unconsciousness, she
felt her body being carried down the hill towards town.

“Put them in there. Let them sit in there
while I fetch the law. I’ll have the boy hung for this.”

Veronica started to come to when she was
carried down into the cellar of the church, her fury reawakening.
She struggled and lurched, sending her assailant stumbling
backwards as she pitched herself forward. She landed on her feet
and took three strides towards her father, her hands wrapping
around his throat. His eyes bulged, and his breath caught as he
struggled to throw her off. He brought a knee up into her
midsection, forcing the air from her lungs. She collapsed on the
floor and rolled onto her side.

Her eyes fell upon the other man carrying
Riley and watched as he simply tossed his half-conscious body down
into the cellar. She cried out in despair. A hand reached down and
grabbed her by the hair, jerking her upward, and she screamed. Her
father pulled her towards the open cavern of the cellar and threw
her down with Riley. She landed hard on her knees, pain shooting up
her legs, causing them to go numb. She crawled to Riley, who was
murmuring incoherently, and gathered him to her, laying his bloody
head in her lap.

“As ye sow, so shall ye reap.” Her father’s
voice floated down to her. She raised her eyes to meet his to find
her father’s distaste apparent on his face. She felt the love in
her heart turn cold, as cold as the harshest winter, and the flame
that had burned for her beloved turned black as the darkest
night.

“Remember those words, old man. Remember
those words, you old fool. I’ll make you pay for this.”

The venom in her voice pierced his heart and
he took an involuntary step back, fear etched across his face as
his self-righteousness staggered to maintain control. She smiled,
slowly, diabolically, from her place on the floor of the cellar.
Her father motioned for the men to close the door and they did,
bathing both her and her lover in darkness.

From above them, she heard her father
instruct the men to keep watch until he returned. They murmured
their agreement and she heard his horse make way. In her lap, her
lover turned cold and, before long, ceased to breathe, succumbing
to the fatal blow upon his head. Deep inside her heart, the cold
winds blew. She prayed to every being known to man, to every god
that ever walked the world, and every demon that had crawled up
from the furnace of Dante’s hell. Something answered her. As her
anger leapt from her body, spreading throughout the church and out
of the basement door, causing the two guards to flee in horror, and
throughout the town, it soaked itself into the ground.

Her curse spilled over the town and through
the mine, sweeping its deep shafts and cracking its supports as it
passed. Down deep into the bowels of the earth it spread and caused
the ground beneath the town to shake. As she seethed, the earth
trembled and then roared with her displeasure, opening its mouth to
swallow it whole. As the buildings crumbled, and she lay pinned
underneath the rock, dying, she swore her revenge on all who would
dare to fall in love. She cursed her father to the purgatory of
walking the earth helplessly watching her wrath.

* * * * * * * *

The firelight crackled, popped, and orange
sparks jumped into the air as the children sitting at his feet
stared up at him in rapturous fear.

“Oh, Papa,” Mrs. Dorothy Woodbridge muttered
shaking her mane of gray hair.

“It’s true, I tell you,” the older man
growled and leered at the children.

“It is not.” She laughed, wrapping her
blanket around her body.

“My grandfather’s grandfather told him that
story when he was but a boy,” David said, sniffing as he reached
down for his pipe tobacco.

Dorothy smiled as the old man’s hands
disappeared inside the plastic and pulled a pinch out and lit it.
He lit the bowl as the children watched him; the lighter caused his
face to glow eerily orange for a moment, deepening the already deep
lines and shadows on his face.

“Is it true, Grandpa?”

Dorothy looked at her grandson Philip, whose
parents were busy packing their home right now for their move to
Oregon. Her son had taken a job as a high school principal out
west, and she knew it would be a long time before they got to spend
any more quality time with them, hence the “camping trip” in their
backyard tonight.

David turned his head in the direction of
lake and sat there thoughtfully for a moment puffing on his pipe.
The fragrant pipe smoke wafted and curled into the breeze before it
disappeared above their heads. Dorothy wondered if he, too, was
feeling the sting of their four grandchildren leaving. It was 1971;
the world was a lot different from the world from the story he told
and deep down she regretted it.

Maybe Veronica’s father didn’t want her to
leave him all alone.

Was that so bad?

“They say that Old Veronica still haunts the
lakeside looking for lovers foolish enough to be caught out on
nights like tonight.”

“Lovers? Gross!” Bethany wrinkled her
nose.

Both grandparents laughed at that as David
gave Dorothy a conspiratorial wink.

“You’ll change your mind about that one day,
young lady,” Dorothy said, reaching for her husband’s hand.

David snorted. “Yes.”

“But what if she comes tonight?” Philip
asked, looking around the backyard that was lit up with firelight.
His eyes were filled with worry.

“Well, Philip, you don’t have to be afraid
of that. Grandpa said that as long as someone was around to
remember the old story then nothing bad can happen to them. All
right, you three, time for bed.”

“Aww,” they all said in unison. They knew
their lives were about to change and it hung heavily in the air
between them.

Dorothy ushered them into their tent as
David watched from his chair. After she’d tucked them in, kissed
them all goodnight, and zipped the tent shut, she rejoined him by
the fire. Surprised, she saw the tear stains trickle down his worn
and weathered face in the firelight.

“David, whatever is the matter?”

He shook his head, removing the pipe from
his mouth, and gazed into the firelight. “I’m afraid.”

Dorothy sat up in her chair and grasped his
arm. “Afraid of what?”

He looked at her. “That no one will be left
to remember.”

Dorothy had never seen her husband this
upset before. Perhaps it was him simply wrapping his grief for the
children into the story. Perhaps it was his age and his mind
beginning to slip. She’d heard the old story a thousand times. It
had been told to her when she was just a kid as well. But it was
just an old legend that people told their children when they wanted
them to behave, right?

Despite herself, she looked in the direction
of the lake and wasn’t sure if it was the cool wind, the unusual
emotional stirring of her often-stoic husband, or the idea that
after they were gone, the children would carry the legend away from
home and away from the lake where they’d grown up.

Either way, a shiver coursed down her spine
as they sat in the dying firelight.


Chapter 1

Present Day

 


The fall winds whispered through the trees,
the leaves brightly aflame with the orange, yellows, and browns of
the impending autumn. The sunlight cast its fiery glow upon the
world and kept her bathed in golden light, still warm enough for
short shirt sleeves. Mother Nature was fighting the cyclical battle
between the summer departing and the arriving winter. The days of
fun in the sun, a swim in the lakes, and chasing lightning bugs and
butterflies were over. Soon, the frost would land heavily on the
gardens of flowers, shriveling their stems and lulling the plants
to sleep. The winter would weigh the world down with heavy,
drifting snow, thick and white and cold. She would lose the fight,
eventually, to the bitter winds of winter, but for now, the spicy
fragrance of burning leaves floated heavily on the air as neighbors
fought to clear their yards of this year’s foliage.

Birds chirped to each other, calling for
their mates, as they hurriedly prepared to move south for the
winter. And for those who stayed, they were busy putting the
finishing touches on the nests they would use to house themselves
when Jack Frost came to town. The deer hid further back in the
wooded areas, wary of hunters, and only walked at night when the
moonlight was hidden by clouds. On the floors of these painted
woods, creek beds ran fast with water, moving forward in their
never-ending journey to the countless lakes that spread out through
Vermont. Along the skyline, mountains already capped with white
adorned the horizon, enshrouded by wispy clouds that coiled around
their peaks.

Orchards ran full of apples, ripe and
waiting to be picked, and syrup was harvested from the tall maple
trees. Honey bees drifted a little slower, now that the weather had
turned cool, and landed upon chrysanthemums as the monarch
butterflies landed on the blue didiscus in the early autumn
flowerbeds. Farmers moved their dairy cows through the fields as
they happily munched upon the grasses on the outskirts of town.

It was late September in Maplewood, a sleepy
little community where everyone knew each other just as their
families had generations prior. Brooke Elementary School ran from
kindergarten to eighth grade and from there, students walked across
the street to Thomas Jefferson High School, where they sat for
another four years before being unleashed on the world. Most of the
adults in the town worked for IBM Computers—the largest employer in
the state—or did as their relatives had for many years and tended
dairy farms or orchards.

Restless youths, who found their wanderlust
too much for a small place like this, would hit the road to
universities across the country or to larger cities like New York
or Boston. Yet sometimes, when the road they traveled seemed a bit
too long, they would find their way back down State Road 12 and
were greeted with the sign that welcomed them back to Maplewood:
population 3,000. They’d settle down and raise their families
in a place where crime was limited to adolescent misbehavior and
the occasional drunken brawl at the local pub on a Saturday
night.

On Sundays, three-quarters of the town could
be found at St. John the Apostle Catholic Church, while the others
either didn’t go to church at all or attended other denominations
in smaller venues. During the week, people who had forgotten Father
Mark Ambry’s message about gossip found their way down to the post
office to wag their tongues about local news and recent scandals.
The mail clerk, Ms. Rose Demeter, a sixty-two-year-old veteran of
the mail room, was sure to be in the know about who went where, who
was sleeping with whom, and whether the good reverend from St.
Joe’s would be presiding over the fall festival in a few short
weeks. She narrated the stories to her gray-haired followers under
a mask of concern for the community, which everyone appreciated.
Even the potbellied chief of police for the town, Don Lage, stopped
by the mail room once a week if he had a question or two about
things that went down in “his town.”

On Main Street, in the town square, was a
park where people met in the summertime for barbecues and to let
their little ones run wild while they chatted each other up. The
street housed various little boutique clothing stores, a candy
confectionery, a burger joint, and an Irish pub with the only
decent dance floor in town. Local bands played there on the
weekends, and the place would be packed wall-to-wall with the
younger crowds, while Crowley’s Bar, across the street, housed the
blue-collar and retiree bunch.

Beautiful old homes lined the streets of the
little burg; each lawn was manicured and bordered with roses,
flowerbeds, and shrubbery. Some had porch swings and others had
chairs, where people could sit on warm evenings after a hard day at
work and soak up the evening air. Wind chimes tinkled as the night
breezes wove their way through the streets and pushed leaves and
rose petals along the walk.

Now, most of the people didn’t venture
outside as the sun went to bed earlier this time of year and the
air was just a bit too nippy. Instead, they piled into the house to
make sure their children’s homework was finished and their families
were fed. Soups, stews, pot roasts, and apple pie replaced the
summer cuisine of barbecue and ice cream, and families gathered at
tables to eat with each other and watch movies.

Tourists visited the area all year round,
drawn to Vermont for skiing at the numerous resorts and to swim in
her many lakes. Lake Veronica, the second deepest body of water in
the state, was located on the outskirts of Maplewood. The west side
of the lake was littered with cabins and sandy beaches, where
bathers swam and fished her water. She stretched out for fourteen
miles and was 250 feet at her deepest. On the other side sat an old
lake house, built into a rising hill. The Tudor Revival had been
empty for many years after her occupants had passed away. On the
property, there was a boat house and a pier that ran into the
lake.

As the sun faded away behind the mountains
and darkness stretched itself over the town, lights burned inside
this house once more.


Chapter 2

“Welcome home, Hayden,” Curtis yelled and
waved.

Hayden killed the engine and stepped out of
his Taurus to walk across the front yard to meet with Curtis Black,
who stood on the front porch. Hayden Moore sighed as he looked at
his new home. Being a high-powered attorney had been lucrative for
him when he lived in Boston. Now, all of that was far behind him.
He inhaled deeply, filling his lungs with fresh air as he walked up
the porch to shake hands with the man.

“Hey! Thanks. How are you, Curtis?” He
grabbed the man’s solid hand and gave it a healthy shake.

“Good, brother. Good. How was your trip?”
Curtis asked as he handed over the keys. The realtor had come
recommended by a federal judge friend of Hayden’s who owned a home
not too far away from there. So far, Mr. Black had been amazing,
and Hayden really was grateful for him finding this place.

“It wasn’t too bad, really. The drive is
beautiful and the town… Wow. Now I know why Norman Rockwell lived
in Vermont.”

Curtis laughed appreciatively. “Yes, it is
great up here. My wife and I usually stay at a lodge just north of
here during the winter when we want to ski. Oh, that reminds me,
you may want to consider getting snow chains for your vehicle or
investing in a heavy truck. Winters can really pile on the snow.
Anyway, the papers have been signed and the deed will be arriving
soon. I’ll bring it by for you. Where is your moving truck?” He
looked over Hayden’s shoulder at my car.

“Ah, I had my old apartment packed up and
I’m having it professionally moved. I figured that since I’m by
myself, I didn’t want to run the risk of destroying anything.”

“Sounds smart. Well, come on in!” Curtis
opened the door and stepped inside with Hayden following.

The inside of the house was in need of some
paint—a lot of touching up—but Hayden loved it. It was spacious and
open. The smell of dust and stale air hung heavy, but he didn’t
care. It was nothing some wood polish, cleaner and opened windows
wouldn’t fix. The house itself was sound; the roof was good to last
another winter, and the foundation was great. The people who had
lived in here over the years had really taken care of it. Wooden
floors sprawled out over the place except for in the kitchen, where
white ceramic tiles had been laid. The kitchen was his favorite
place, large and spacious with plenty of counter to cook on.

Curtis walked over to a silver bucket filled
with ice and pulled out a bottle of champagne. “This is tradition
for first-time home owners. Would you like a glass?” he asked as he
began to twist the cork. It popped, and he had to rush over to the
sink to keep the foam from spilling onto the floor.

“Hell yes. That would be great,” Hayden
replied. He looked out the kitchen window and onto the lake that
was quickly fading from view as the sun set. He sighed deeply. He
was finally here and away from the noise of the city, away from the
lights of the skyline, and his office. No one was going to shoot
him out here—or at least, he hoped not. He absently rubbed his
shoulder where change of the weather reminded him of that terrible
day.

“Here ya go,” Curtis said.

Hayden turned around and accepted the flute.
They clinked glasses and drank down their champagne, making small
talk. It was pleasant conversation. Light and filled with laughter.
Curtis asked after his profession, and was awed when Hayden said he
was retired. “Man, I have fifteen years left. I should have gone
into law.”

Hayden gave the obligatory courtesy laugh
and asked after his family. The champagne slid easily down and as
the sun finally descended Curtis set his glass down, welcomed him
once more to his new place, and bid him goodnight.

Once the realtor had gone, Hayden walked out
to the car and pulled out a few boxes filled with toiletries and
other odds and ends. He also grabbed his overnight bag and another
box which contained a queen-size air mattress that he had picked up
from a Walmart on his way through town.

He stopped for a second, surprised at how
dark it had become. He looked over at the porch, where a light was
shining, but the darkness enveloped the world around him. Crickets
and other insects buzzed in the trees high above, their noise was
pierced by the occasional hoot of an owl. The temperature had
significantly fallen since the sun had set, and the chill was very
much present in the perfumed air.

It was beautiful. There were no honking
horns nor any sounds of traffic on freeways. He looked up into the
sky and the heavens were dotted by thousands of stars, and his
breath was taken away by the sight. The infinite heavens stretched
above him heavy with diamond like stars from horizon to horizon. He
smiled to himself and set his things down on the ground.

He stepped on the gravel driveway and stood
there, his breath pluming above him, as he marveled at the night
sky. In Boston, the stars were hidden by the ambient light of the
city. But here, in all this absolute darkness, the heavens showed
their glory for all to see. It was beyond him why the other
residents of Maplewood would not be outside their homes right now,
staring up at the night like he was. He supposed that, like many
other people in the world, it was easy to take for granted what you
had.

Boy, isn’t that the truth?

He chuckled mirthlessly to himself and
reached down for his belongings. He had to get to sleep early;
tomorrow, the movers would bring his things, and he had a house to
clean up and start repairs on.

As he gathered his scarce trappings to him
and climbed the porch, his thoughts trailed back to what brought
him here in the first place. His psychologist said these things
would pass with time, but to Hayden, they felt like they had
occurred just yesterday. How funny life was. How fast things
changed from one day to the next.

He had been climbing the ladder quickly as
one of Boston’s premier prosecutors. After graduating from Harvard
Law, the District Attorney for Boston noticed his gift and
personally took Hayden under her wing. They forged their way
through case after case, and it wasn’t too long before he was
allowed to try cases on his own. He did incredibly well. Taking
down criminals was a job he relished, and he did so with finesse.
He rarely lost a case. His days consisted of filing briefs and
motions, meeting with the Boston police department to go over
details of crimes, and meeting with defense attorneys to work out
plea bargains. His collogues called him “The Shark.” They said as
soon as he smelled blood in the water, he’d strike. That was before
the shooting.

Not only was his career moving forward at
lightning speed, he had met his husband, Malcolm, who was two years
his senior, at a birthday party for a fellow lawyer in the DA’s
office. Amanda Tilley, the birthday girl and his co-worker, had
invited Malcolm to the party, and he and Hayden hit it off quickly.
Malcolm had been an architect who worked among the prestigious
families in the Boston area, designing homes and office buildings.
As Hayden stared up at the stars overhead, he was transported back
to when they met.

* * *

Amanda jumped up from the couch as Hayden
made his way into the sitting room of her home. She rushed over and
the two embraced. Amanda, with her long blonde hair, large blue
eyes, and quick smile, always lit up Hayden’s world. As associates
at work, the two had become instant friends and worked many nights
together on cases. She was a young up and comer, like Hayden, and
both had the same appreciation for the law. When they embraced,
Hayden being almost a foot taller than her five-foot-six-inch
frame, could smell her shampoo. They parted the hug and she looked
up into his eyes adoringly.

“I am so glad you came.” She grinned. The
house was packed with people in various groups. Terri Davis, their
boss and mentor, had even made the party. She waved at him from
across the room, where she surely had to be wowing the gentlemen
there about all things legal.

Hayden laughed and waved back. “I wouldn’t
miss it. Besides, if I stared at the brief any longer I was going
to jump out of the window. I hate appeals cases.” He shrugged off
his coat and hung it on the wall tree. He reached into his pocket
and retrieved her gift.

“I told you not to get me anything,” she
said, feigning anger. Amanda and Hayden both worked long hours to
pay their law school debt. As assistant district attorneys, their
budgets were very tight, even in fast-paced towns like Boston. It
would be a long time before either of them could afford a home of
their own, so they usually ended up crashing with roommates or
family. Both knew they could go to work for private firms and make
money hand over fist, but neither of them had the stomach to defend
some of the people that came through the court system daily.

Amanda’s family lived in the Boston area and
luckily, she was able to stay at home as she paid off her debt.
Hayden had a small studio apartment in a seedier part of town and
took public transportation to and from work. He didn’t mind it; he
lived for the city. He loved the rush of a busy downtown and the
throngs of people walking to and fro from office building to office
building.

“You know I wasn’t going to let you have a
birthday without getting you something,” Hayden said in his
defense. “I hope you like it.”

“I’m sure I will. You’re gay, you have good
taste,” she replied, laughing. He followed her into the hallway and
down towards the kitchen when she stopped abruptly and turned to
face him.

“Speaking of which…” She trailed off,
looking guilty.

“Amanda, you didn’t.”

“I did.”

Hayden groaned. Amanda was always trying to
fix him up with the strangest people he had ever met. Just because
they were gay, suddenly it meant that Hayden wanted to meet them,
and most of the time—more than most of the time—all that came of
the blind dates she set him up with was an awkward date that led to
an even more awkward parting. He had never forgiven her for the
fifty-five-year-old hairdresser that her mom went to.

“No, no, no. No, Hayden. Malcolm is
different,” she said, laughing. She knew exactly what Hayden was
thinking. “Malcolm is an architect and is very popular in Boston.
And let me tell you, sexy is an understatement. I met him at my
cousin’s house last month and told him about you.”

“Do you just start giving my life story out
to random gay men that you meet?” Hayden asked, only mildly miffed
at the revelation.

“Not random. I at least know their names.
Come on, he’s in the kitchen.” She grabbed his hand and nearly
dragged him down the hallway. He protested the entire way, but he
stopped when she pushed on the swinging door that separated the
hallway from the kitchen.

A tall dark-haired man was standing amidst a
sea of beautiful women. His chiseled face and dark eyes were alight
as he regaled them with whatever he was talking about. They laughed
and fawned over him, giggling to each other. Malcolm stopped
mid-sentence as the door opened and Amanda and Hayden bust onto the
scene. He took Hayden’s breath away.

Their eyes made contact and, to Hayden, the
rest of the room disappeared. Hayden’s breath caught in his throat
and the two just stared at each other in wonder for a second.
Hayden’s heart thumped heavily in his chest, and his mouth went
dry. The intensity of the gaze with which Malcolm stared back, his
dark eyes searching Hayden’s, made him nervous but in a good
way.

“Malcolm, this is Hayden, my friend from
work. Hayden, this is Malcolm.”

It was Malcolm who moved first, heading
across the kitchen and away from his adoring female posse who
looked suddenly disappointed. He reached out a hand to Hayden, who
took it firmly in his. It was like electricity passed between the
two, and Hayden finally found his voice.

“Hi,” he said, a smile tugging at his lips.
He felt stupid. He could argue court cases before a packed room, in
front of a federal judge, but now, if someone asked him his name,
even though Amanda had just said it, he would draw a blank.

“Hi.” Malcolm’s voice was deep and sexy. The
chemistry seemed to arc between the two of them, and Amanda looked
pleased with herself.

That night, while they partied on Amanda’s
thirtieth birthday, they celebrated the beginning of their
relationship. In between singing to her and the exchange of gifts,
the best being Hayden and Malcolm’s, they talked and talked some
more. As the wine flowed, and people milled about the house, Hayden
and Malcolm discovered that they both loved the arts, music, and as
Hayden described his life in the legal profession, Malcolm listened
intently and asked questions. When it was Malcolm’s turn, Hayden
did the same.

The night didn’t end there. After the party
wound down, they took a long walk through Amanda’s neighborhood,
and they found their way to an all-night diner, where they sat and
talked until the sun came up on the most beautiful Saturday morning
that Hayden could remember in a long time. When the morning did
come, they exchanged phone numbers and a shy kiss before Hayden
took a taxi home.

* * *

Hayden shook his head to clear his mind. The
temperature was steadily declining, and he was cold. He walked his
things back into the house and shut the door behind him with a
thud. He grimaced and shooed the memories away while he placed the
air mattress in the living room. Beside the box, he placed his
overnight bag and took his toiletries to the master bedroom. He was
going to sleep in the living room tonight, but his body ached for a
shower. He walked into the master bedroom, which sat empty, and to
the adjoining bathroom.

He opened the door and flipped on the light.
The bathroom lit up like sunrise, and he blinked his eyes,
adjusting to the light. He set the box down on the sink counter and
fished out his shaving cream, razor, aftershave, various vitamins,
and medicine bottles. He stared at a bottle of Xanax and
sighed.

If you’re crazy and you know it, shake your
meds.

He barked a bitter chuckle; there was a time
he loathed the thought of psychotropic medicine, but now, he took
them regularly just to get through the day. He placed them and the
various other items in the mirrored cabinet. After he finished, he
closed the mirror and was shocked by the sight of his face. This
past year had aged him, and he ran his fingers down the length of
his cheeks. His eyes looked tired and were framed by unhealthy
shadows. His longer dishwater-blonde hair fell limp and faded. His
unshaven face, the product of a week without seeing a razor, looked
drawn and worn. I am thirty-five years old going on
eighty.

Hayden reached into his overnight bag,
pulled out fresh clothes and his towel, and grabbed a bar of soap
from the box. He stripped out of his clothes, turned on the shower
and stepped inside to rinse off the day.


Chapter 3

The night winds whipped across the lake,
causing ripples across its black surface. Reeds whispered their
nighttime secrets as the air brushed by them. The crickets Hayden
had heard as he remembered his heartbreak chirped louder and more
insistently in the tall grasses where the black car was parked.

On the hood of the vehicle, butts being
warmed by the heat of the engine through the metal, sat two young
people sipping on a bottle of wine and passing a joint back and
forth. Chad Rhine loved Elizabeth Lage and had done so since first
grade. Elizabeth, or Lizzie to her family and friends, knew it.
They sat underneath heaven’s shiny display, letting the booze and
smoke hum inside their brains.

Elizabeth stole a glance at Chad and
considered his boyish good looks for a second. His gaze was out
over the water, and she knew that some romantic lines were being
conjured in his marijuana shrouded mind. He was safe, harmless,
kind, and would be a good father. Their families had known each
other for ages. Those facts alone made Elizabeth want to run
screaming in the other direction. She had been varsity cheerleader
in high school, girlfriend to the great Chad Rhine, but they were
adults now. And high school was over.

She knew Chad would never leave this place;
he loved it here. The mountains, the skiing, the “get married and
settle down” routine. The thought of that depressed her. She wanted
a skyline, cars, and a life paced a little faster than the movement
of Lake Veronica. And she wanted to head out west to California, to
San Diego, or Hollywood, and get out of this cold air.

Chad looked over at her as she watched him
and knew deep in his heart what she was thinking. High school had
been great; they had started dating in the tenth grade. Yet around
senior year, Elizabeth had started to become more distant with him.
When friends would joke about them getting married, her eyes would
glaze over, and she would disappear to a place he couldn’t reach.
She had the same wanderlust that infected kids in small towns the
country over. Still, he loved her. His heart broke inside that she
would be leaving soon, and he decided that, if he really did love
her and want her to be happy, that he would have to let her go.

Besides, it wasn’t like he hadn’t tried to
keep her there. When she started bringing up the subject of her
leaving, he did all he could to shut her down immediately. Of
course, it would end up in a fight, and then she would get quiet,
her eyes taking her down the road to places away from him. Then she
had started filling out college applications to universities in the
south and out west. Four acceptance letters sat on her dresser; she
had chosen one in California and would be starting in the spring.
Hell, she could have started this fall, but he thought she’d
delayed it a while to ease him into the idea of her leaving.
Nothing would help the hurt that would bring, and she was starting
to clue into that as well.

“When do you leave?” he asked.

She smiled sadly, brushing her long blond
hair back with one hand and flicking the rest of the cherry out
into the lake. As much as he smoked and drank, he knew that this
conversation was going to keep him sober.

“I’m heading out in October. I have my
acceptance letter to the school so I’m going a little early to get
familiar with the town, to find a job and a place to live.” This
was surreal. She wasn’t anticipating this going as easily, and she
looked at him in wonder for a second.

“What? Oh, come on, Elizabeth. It’s going to
be fine. You’re going to go out there and do amazing things,” Chad
said, his eyes bright with tears. A smile was plastered on his face
but it looked so painful it broke her heart. She felt tears
threaten in the back of her eyes as she watched him, barely holding
it together. She scooted closer and was about to say something when
she heard movement in the water and high grass. She spun her head
toward the origin of the sound, listening. It had gone quiet,
deafeningly quiet. The crickets no longer sang. Nothing moved, not
even the wind. Elizabeth felt like they were being watched. Chad
hadn’t noticed, and he leaned in and took Elizabeth’s hand.

Something moved in the reeds.

“Look, I love you Elizabeth, but…”

She put up a hand to silence him. He
followed her gaze out into the water and, unlike her, heard
nothing.

“Chad, I heard something,” she whispered.
His Mustang was parked close to the water’s edge; they had
purposely parked near the high grass to keep vehicles passing by
from spotting them easily. This was the make out spot for most
kids, but eventually a patrol car came and shooed them away. That
was the last thing she needed, for someone from her father’s goon
squad to tell him that she was out at lover’s point. He would go
nuclear.

“Probably a catfish,” he said, looking past
her. She seemed really uneasy, so he stood up and walked over
toward the lake.

“Be careful, Chad.” Her stomach was in
knots. Something felt off, and she didn’t know what.

Was the pot bad?

“I got this,” he said. He could barely see
in the darkness and took a step back when he thought he saw a
shadow move. He called to Elizabeth over his shoulder. “Hey, turn
on my headlights.”

She sat there for a second and then slid off
the hood and walked over to the driver’s side door, pulling it
open. He waited for her, back to the wall of tall grass. She
reached inside the car, pulled the knob, and the ground in front of
the car flooded with the light of the car’s yellow headlights. Chad
had to raise an arm in front of his face, as his eyes had adjusted
to the dark.

Elizabeth stood up to see him raise his hand
and turn his head to the side as she spotted the black figure in
the flora behind him. It was about a foot from Chad, its green eyes
brightly lit as it reached a hand out for her boyfriend. The man
was soaked, his skin unnaturally pale and bloated. His eyes bulged,
and his lips were split, his tongue thick between them. One of his
pupils was blown, the lid drooping. His long-ragged hair was
sopping wet, and his clothing clung to him. When he raised his head
and looked at her, Elizabeth let out an earth-shattering scream and
pointed.

Chad jumped and turned his head to follow
her finger and laid eyes upon the figure. He was about a foot
taller than Chad, and he dove forward to avoid being snagged by the
assailant’s grip.

“Lizzie! Get in the car!” he screamed as he
crawled forward, struggling to get his feet under him. He scrambled
to his feet and reached the hood of his car before he felt a cold,
wet hand on the back of his neck. His head was forced down onto the
hood with a heavy thud as a burst of stars clouded his vision. He
could hear Elizabeth’s screams as his head was brought down again
and again, breaking his nose and busting his lip, and fought to
stay conscious he was tossed to the ground.

The figure stepped beyond him and headed
towards Elizabeth, who had finally listened to his directions. He
heard her screams muffled inside the vehicle as he rolled over onto
his back. The figure stepped away from the car and walked down to
grab Chad’s feet. Suddenly he knew what was going to happen to him,
and he fought with all his might.

Elizabeth screamed his name over and over
again inside the car. She pounded on the window as the figure
started to drag Chad toward the lake’s edge. The yellow headlights
cast a glow far out into the black water. She heard Chad scream as
he tried to struggle out from under the man’s grasp. She watched in
horror, her mind slipping away from her, as the man walked out into
the center of the lake with her boyfriend in tow. The screaming and
the splashing were terrible. What started as shouts for help turned
to high-pitched screams and then silence, the fear shattering her
mind. When they disappeared beneath the surface of the water, her
mind disappeared beneath the surface of reality, never to resurface
again.


Chapter 4

The stars shone their heavenly lights across
town. As Hayden soaked in his lonesomeness, with Elizabeth
retreated into the furthest corners of her mind, Done Lage, the
police chief headed out on a late night call. He had just sat down
to dinner when the house phone rang. It had been dispatch informing
him that there had been a 911 call in to the station about five
minutes ago. A hysterical teenager was on the line claiming her
boyfriend had been dragged off.

“Send Jimmy to check it out, Lisa,” he
barked at the operator, annoyed at the nature of the call and
ridiculousness of the story.

“Donnie, the teenager is Elizabeth.”

Don’s heart, already strained by the years
of bad eating and the job, skipped a beat as he stared over at his
wife of twenty-five years. She was standing over an ironing board,
ironing his work shirt for the morning, the same as she had done
every night of his whole career. Elizabeth was their only child,
the light of their life, a college student at Trident Community
College here in town; she was planning on going west for the spring
semester.

“Dinner is almost done, Don. Can’t it wait?”
his wife protested as she hung the shirt on a hanger. He didn’t
know why she bothered with the wires; the shirts were starched so
heavily they could stand up on their own.

“Nah. This is pretty important, honey. I’ll
be back in a few minutes.” He grabbed his coat and service
revolver.

He drove through the back woods to the other
side of Lake Veronica—an area abandoned in the fall and winter and
usually only occupied by teenagers who liked a bit of
canoodling—where he was greeted by two of his patrol cars. He
pulled over and parked, got out, and hiked his pants up over his
belly.

“Don, over here.” Tony Diaz, a veteran on
the force walked over to greet him.

“Where’s Elizabeth?” Don growled in an
attempt to mask the concern in his voice.

“She’s over there with Linda. Look, Don,
Chad is missing. When we showed up, Elizabeth was ranting about a
figure that came out of the lake and grabbed Chad. She said they
were sitting out on the hood of the car talking. We found some pot
and a bottle of booze but she insists they weren’t drunk. She is
pretty scratched up and shaken.”

“Where’s Chad?” Don was already heading over
to Linda Portman’s patrol car. Tony followed.

“Missing. Like I said, we can’t find him at
all.”

Linda had her front and back doors open, and
Don found Elizabeth sitting there wrapped in a blanket. Her face
was pale and she was shaking, her eyes wide and staring. Her whole
body shook with the force of the tremors. Linda shrugged at Don.
She looked just as upset as Elizabeth. He knelt down to meet her
eye to eye, his body groaning under the strain. His daughter’s eyes
looked distant and empty. She was drooling out of the right corner
of her mouth and, as he sniffed, he caught a strong whiff of urine.
She had pissed her pants.

“Honey? Lizzy, it’s Daddy. Daddy’s here. Are
you okay?” He took her hands into his and found that they were as
cold as the grave. He clasped them between his meaty paws and
started to rub them. She was staring at him, but not at him, more
like through him. He hated the look on her pretty face. He turned
her head to the right and noticed a scratch mark running down the
length of the hairline to her jaw. Her lovely blonde hair was
matted on the side with blood and dirt, and her clothing, which was
usually fashionably disheveled, looked like it had been run through
a washer on the “mud” setting. She was rocking back and forth.

“She’s in shock, Donnie. We found her like
this,” Linda said as she knelt next to him.

“Yeah, but from what?” Don asked, standing
up. His knees popped and his back protested as he reached out a
hand to steady himself on the door. He turned and noticed two other
patrol officers near the lake. Breathing heavily, he left Linda
with Elizabeth and headed over to them. He recognized Chad’s pride
and joy, an ’85 Mustang hatchback that he’d rebuilt with his
father. The doors were both open.

Jim Waters, the fresh blood just one year on
the force, walked up from the shoreline and met him at the hood of
the car. He shook his head. “Come check this out, Chief.” He
motioned for him to look down on the sand that started about a foot
from the hood of the car. A set of claw marks, the size of human
hands, dug into the sand and followed all the way down to the
waterline.

“We found her locked inside the car, huddled
down under the dash in front of the seat. She was clinging to her
cell phone. She refused to move and didn’t even begin to relax
until she saw Lori.” Jim explained, he watched Don carefully,
fearfully, as the man was prone to fits of anger.

Don looked at Jim and then back down to the
shoreline. The sand was disturbed by not only the claw marks but by
a swath from the hood of the car to the water’s edge that could
have indeed been a body. A breeze kicked up and sent a chill
through the night. Leaves rustled and spiraled as the men looked
out over the lake.

Don felt sick to his stomach as his gaze
raked back to the claw marks in the sand. He saw something that at
first looked like a shell or a small rock. Yet, the closer he
looked he could have sworn…

“Jim, give me your flashlight.”

His deputy fumbled with his utility belt and
finally withdrew what Don had asked for.

Turning it on, Don knelt down once more as
the object of his interest was flooded with harsh white light. He
turned his head to look back up at the young man. “Jesus. Jim, get
me an evidence bag and a pair of tweezers.”

Don sat there hunched and kept his eyes
locked on the target as Jim ran back to the car. He could feel his
calves burning and his gut turning to stone as he looked up once
more at the Mustang not twenty feet from where he was squat down.
He traced the indents made in the ground to the point where he was
and out into the water once more as he heard Jim approach.

“Whad’ya got Chief?”

Don didn’t say anything as he handed the
flashlight back and instructed Jim to keep it fixed on the spot
where he’d had it.

“What is that?”

Don reached down with the tweezers in one
hand, opened the bag, and gently withdrew a bloody fingernail. He
placed in gingerly in the evidence bag and closed it up.

“Oh, my god.”

Don stood up unsteadily, white flashes in
front of his eyes, and had to steady himself before he spoke.

“Put out an APB on Chad Rhine. I want all
available cars searching for the young man, right now. Send a squad
car over to his parents’ house.” He backed away from the drag
marks. “Call Fenton Township, apprise them of the situation and see
if I can’t get some help down here. Roger Drake owes me a favor.”
Don handed the bag back to Jim and stormed toward the car.

“Sheriff, where ya goin’?” Jim called after
him.

“I’m taking my daughter to the hospital.”
Don shouted back. “Do as I say! And have someone check those damn
reeds!”


Chapter 5

News traveled fast, as it does in small
towns, about the disappearance of Chad Rhine. It was the hottest
topic of conversation at Maplewood Post Office since the Baptist
minister’s wife ran off to Vegas with the local weatherman two
years ago, taking the entire offering money for the past six
months. Rose Demeter had her hands full with the hordes of blue and
gray-haired ladies at the counter of the post office early the next
morning. Ms. Judy Dreyfus, the owner the clothing boutique
“Debutantes,” where all the young ladies bought their homecoming
and prom dresses, was tsk-tsk-tsking at the news of his
disappearance.

“You know,” she said as she went through the
circulars she had made to send out to the town’s residents, “Martha
and Herb are beside themselves with grief. I saw the chief’s patrol
car there early this morning and Herb nearly ran him out of the
house with a shotgun. I think he would have shot him had Martha not
held him back. She was crying and carrying on, and Herb was
shouting at Don to dredge the lake. It was terrible to watch.”

The ladies all gasped and shook their heads
in unison.

Rose spoke up from behind the counter. “You
know, Don’s daughter Elizabeth has been dating him for a while
now.”

Everybody muttered that they knew.

“Oh yeah. She was checked into the hospital
late last night and is on the sixth floor. Apparently, she was
catatonic on the scene.”

The sixth floor of Our Mother of Mercy
Hospital was where those who had mental illness were taken. Again,
the ladies muttered over the tidbit of information.

The door opened, and all the ladies looked
over their shoulders as a handsome blond-haired man walked in. He
was a bit startled at the sudden burst of attention, and stood
there for a second in the doorway. The ladies parted way and
cleared an aisle for him to walk up to the window.

Rose stood there at the counter, a smile
glued to her face as she looked over her rhinestone glasses at him.
The young man was shy, and gorgeous. His long blonde hair was tied
up in the back and he’d had a fresh shave. The planes of his cheeks
were a little thin, but his green eyes sparkled as bright as his
cheeks from walking in the cold air.

He’s new, Rose mouthed silently as
she shot a look over the man’s shoulder to the court of ladies
behind him.

“I need a change of address form please,” he
said, and Rose nodded.

Behind him, the ladies all whispered in
clusters.

“Sure thing. Can I get you anything
else?”

“Well, actually, yes. I need a book of
stamps and some address labels. The address on this card is the one
to use.”

“Ohhh, you moved into the old Woodbridge
house on the lake, I see…Hayden,” Rose said sweetly and rather
pointedly again to her crowd.

Hayden looked up at her and smiled. “Yes,
just yesterday.”

“Welcome to Maplewood. Let me see what you
owe.”

She told him the price and he fished out his
wallet and paid in cash.

“Thank you.” He smiled weakly.

He turned to the crowd of women who were
looking at their leader with barely masked curiosity. He frowned
good-naturedly and walked out of the door and down the block.

“That, ladies, is the prosecutor from
Boston. Lost his…husband…in one of those drive-by shootings.” She
sniffed disapprovingly but counted his money and put it in the till
anyway, slamming the drawer shut. She hated queers as much as she
hated newcomers.

“Sounds tragic,” Judy said, finally handing
over the circulars to Rose.

“Hmmm. He paid for the Jenner place with
cash. Sounds fishy, to me. You know how those queers are. Still, he
is new to the town, so I guess it is our duty to go up and take him
a welcome basket,” Rose said wearily, as if she wasn’t dying to
corner the young man and pick him clean with questions.

All the women in the lobby tittered and
started making plans about what they were going to take up to him.
There would be the usual apple pie, maple syrup, and some of Judy’s
banana nut bread. Rose really wanted to see the furniture. She knew
men “like him” usually had pretty nice stuff.


Chapter 6

In fact, Rose was right. Hayden did have
some good furniture and many nice things. His alarm went off at
eight a.m. and as he opened his eyes, staring up at the ceiling, he
let out a big sigh. He had to get up and get ready for the day. He
looked over to the box and grabbed his cell phone and turned off
the alarm. Placing the phone back on the box, he reached for the
picture he and Malcolm had taken almost a year ago. He pulled it
down and held it at arm’s length.

“Good morning, baby.” He stared at Malcolm’s
deep brown eyes lit up in a smile. They were sitting on the deck of
a friend’s house, pulled close together, both smiling broadly.
Malcolm sat behind him, his hand over Hayden’s shoulder, and Hayden
was holding his hand.

He closed his eyes, trying to remember the
feel of Malcolm’s hands, the warmth of his body, and the smell of
his skin. Sometimes, if he lay still enough, he could almost do it.
The light coming in from the curtainless window in the living room
invaded his thoughts and he smiled wistfully, placing the picture
back on the box.

“Have to get ready for the day,” he said. He
got up, got dressed, and answered the phone when it rang. It was
the moving company telling him they would be there around noon.
Good, he thought; he was hungry and had a few errands to run
in town.

* * * * * * * *

That had been earlier in the day, before
he’d met the creepy ladies at the post office. After leaving there,
he’d come to the Maple Leaf, a little restaurant, to have
breakfast, where he sat in a tiny booth near the window.

The sky was overcast today, rainy, and wet.
As he sat there, droplets splattered on the windows and ran
downward. He watched as the windswept leaves down from trees and
rolled them across the street of the tiny town.

“Hey there, handsome.” A woman’s voice
startled him. He turned his head to find a waitress standing at the
table, grinning from ear to ear, and despite his mood, he grinned
back. Her red hair was pulled up in a ponytail and her green eyes
seemed to have a light all of their own. She was thin, waif-like,
with large hoop earrings. Hayden put her age at thirty, maybe more.
Her smile was gorgeous, and it warmed his heart.

“Hi,” he said.

“What can I get for you?” she asked, pen at
the ready.

“I… You know, I don’t know. I’d like some
breakfast, but I didn’t even bother looking at the menu. Any
suggestions?”

“Hmm…how about two eggs, over easy, sausage,
toast, some hash browns, and orange juice?”

“Sounds perfect.”

She winked at him and sauntered away. He
watched her as she put the ticket in the window and finally noticed
there wasn’t anyone in the restaurant other than him. Fans on the
ceiling rotated lazily, and through the window, he could see the
short-order cook getting to work.

The waitress grabbed a coffee cup, glass of
orange juice, the pot, and sashayed back to the table. “You look
like you could use a pick-me-up. You’re new to town, right?”

“Huh? Oh, yeah. I just moved in. Well,
almost moved in, my furniture will be here in about an hour.”

“Oh, okay. Where at?”

“On the lake, right off Mason Road.”

“The old Woodbridge place. It’s about time
someone bought it. The Woodbridges really loved that house and took
good care of it,” she said. The cook shouted for her, and again,
she walked away and brought back several plates.

“Brought you some pancakes, too. This area
is known for our syrup. It’s on the house.”

“Oh, wow, thanks.”

She nodded and looked down at where he had
placed his car keys and the little baggie full of stamps. “Oh no.
You poor thing. You stopped by the post office.”

“Yeah,” he said as he tore into his food.
“What’s up with that? I felt like I had walked into a religious
ceremony.”

She laughed, loud and deep, and sat down
across from him. He laughed along with her. “It’s almost a
religion. Anybody who wants to know anything about anyone heads
down to see Ms. Rose Demeter. That lady has been working behind
that counter for almost thirty years.” She put out a hand. “I’m
Suzanne Miller. You can call me Suzie.”

He put down his fork and shook her hand.
“I’m Hayden. Pleased to meet you.”

“You’re from Boston, huh?”

He was surprised. “How can you tell?”

She grinned. “Vermont gets a large number of
tourists, it’s sort of a game I play. Name the accent.”

He laughed as he took a bite of pancakes.
The syrup was amazing, and he chewed happily. His stomach growled
its appreciation.

“Well, you’re very good at it. You wouldn’t
happen to know any contractors, would you?” he asked.

“You’re in luck. I do. The owner of the
company is a good friend of mine. His name is Tommy. What kind of
work are you looking to do?”

He liked Suzie immensely; her bubbly
personality reminded him a little of Amanda.

“There are some cosmetic things that need to
be done, carpentry mainly. It’s a little above my pay grade. I’m
repainting and sanding the floors and stuff. I really want to keep
the integrity of the house, but there are places where some of the
crown moldings and banisters have rotted through.”

“Okay, sounds right up his alley.” Suzie
pulled out her pad and jotted down a number. Ripping it off, she
handed it to him. “There ya go, hun. When he asks, tell him Suzie
gave you the number.”

“He’s reputable?” Hayden asked, feeling sort
of silly doing so.

She laughed. “Oh yeah. Tommy’s the best
you’ll find in town.” She walked away and let him finish his
breakfast. His phone chirped at him to remind him that he had to be
back at the house in thirty minutes. He finished his meal and left
cash on the table, along with a great tip.


Chapter 7

Hayden arrived just as the moving trucks
showed up. The driver confirmed that he was the intended recipient
and started to instruct the loaders where to put things. Because of
everything that needed to be done, Hayden requested that everything
but the bedroom furniture be put in the center of the rooms. The
whole process took a few hours, with Hayden issuing directions of
what went where.

He ran to the local hardware store to order
the paint he wanted and pick up rollers and brushes. The old man
behind the counter raised his eyebrows at the amount of paint
Hayden was buying.

“It’s a large house,” Hayden explained with
a nervous chuckle. He also picked up several drop cloths and a box
fan.

He loaded up his car with so much stuff that
the back end almost touched the ground. He laughed hard when he saw
it and thought about Clint’s advice. A truck sounded like something
he may actually need, and he made a mental note to look into it. He
drove home with his emergency flashers on, scraping the ground with
the bottom of his car at every bump. He couldn’t help himself;
every time it happened, he burst into gales of laughter. The
fresh air must be getting to me, he thought as he bumped and
ground his way back around his side of the lake.

He unloaded the contents of the car into the
house, much to the appreciation of his Taurus, and put it all in
the room it was intended for. He loved the new place; it was huge.
Three floors, at least four bedrooms—one he would be turning into
an office—two and a half baths, a balcony that overlooked the lake,
and a finished basement. It was more house than he had ever dreamed
of owning, but the price was cheap, given the recent slump in the
economy, and his budget wasn’t hindered by much after Malcolm’s
death.

He stood in the center of the house now,
near the stairs that led up, and realized how wiped out he was.
“Wish you were here, babe,” he said aloud. “I think you would like
this place.”

He wandered up to the bedroom he’d
claimed—the only room in the house where he’d actually had the
movers arrange the furniture in its proper place—and looked it
over.
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