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Chapter 1: Charity

Peyton carefully lifted the brass handles on the cracked, wooden frame. She nervously opened the window as quietly as possible. She placed her left foot onto the roof just below as her dad's scream rang out from the other end of the house. She leaned over the edge of the roof and stared down at the deck beneath her. She judged that the drop couldn't be more than twelve feet below, so she timed her jump just right. She landed on her feet and caught herself with her hands as she fell forward onto the sturdy boards.

She raced into the woods that stood less than thirty feet from the deck, and she ran as far as she could until she found a row of bald cypress trees and bradford pears to hide behind. The clouds carried the heavy raindrops that wanted to fall on that muggy, September day. Oklahoma stubbornly holds onto the heat in the summer, even as fall approaches. Peyton made it a few hundred yards deep into the woods and threw herself down into the leaves and sticks so she could block out the world around her.

Everything went silent with the exception of a few bluebirds and running squirrels in the wooded neighborhood that sat in the heart of Jenks, Oklahoma. The girl waited silently. She trembled and clinged to a desperate hope that the killer didn't see her escape into the woods. She feared for her family, but she couldn't muster the strength to go back inside to see if they were all right. No, September 1 made for a dreadful day in the life of Peyton Hamilton. She lay on top of the ground for a full hour before she walked slowly back to where her home rested on the peaceful street.

Peyton watched her house from the woods and saw no movement inside. She listened but heard nothing. Only silence rang from her home, and the smell of Bermuda grass leaped from the lawn in front of her. She carefully walked inside through the back door but heard only one sound, the ominous footsteps she made along the way. She called out, “Mom? Dad? Sabrina? Blakey?”

The floors creaked as she stepped through the kitchen and into the dining room. The maple and birchwood floors absorbed each step she took while the air stood completely still all around her. She walked up the stairs, and when she reached the top she sensed something ominously dark and sinister.

“Blakey, are you there?”

No answer.

Peyton turned the corner and opened the door to Blake's room. She peered into her ten-year-old brother's bedroom and saw Blake lying on his bed, staring up at the ceiling. His eyes were frozen wide open, and the covers and sheets lay there restlessly, drenched in blood.

She made her way over to the side of Blake's bed and couldn't believe her eyes.

“Blakey?” she called out through misty eyes. “Blakey, can you hear me?”

Blake did not answer. Peyton bent down to see if she could hear a heartbeat or if he was still breathing. She panicked and hugged her bloodied and deceased brother.

“Mom! Dad! Get in here, Blakey's dead!”

No one answered.

She hurried out of Blake's room and went into her twelve-year-old sister, Sabrina's room. She found her motionless and lying in nearly the exact same position and condition that she found Blake. Sabrina was covered in blood from head to toe just like her brother, but she also had a few small gashes and cuts on her face. Peyton looked away from the blood-soaked bed as the gruesome scene troubled her. She couldn't stay in the room any longer. Her sister was clearly gone.

She moved frantically down the hall and burst through her parent's room. She immediately spotted her father covered in blood and lying on the ground, but she did not see her mother. She walked slowly over to her dad and did her best to breathe through the strong smell of blood and flesh though she didn't know it was the stench of flesh she was inhaling.

“Dad? Are you okay?” she called out, but Kevin Hamilton did not answer his oldest daughter.

Her father lay face down on the carpet. She watched his body, but it did not move. Peyton knelt down and carefully shook her dad to see if he might still be alive. She rolled him over and almost threw up at the sight of her battered father. She didn't recognize his face. She noticed what appeared to be a series of stab wounds, and his body was covered in cuts and wounds. There must have been at least forty gashes from his head down to his stomach. She stood back up and headed towards the master bathroom door. She noticed blood smeared across the door and the fact that it was closed shut. She nearly caught a glimpse of her own reflection in the bloody door as she prepared to enter.

Peyton turned the handle and stared incredulously into the mirror. Her mother lay in the tub in the same condition as everyone else. Her face and body looked disfigured and mangled. She couldn't believe that her entire family had been brutally murdered, and she ran as quickly as she could to her bedroom. She picked up her cell phone and dialed 911.

“911, what is your emergency?”

“Yes,” Peyton said in a panic, still somewhat out of breath from running through the home, “someone broke into my house and killed my family!”

“Is that person still in your home?” the operator asked, seemingly caught off guard by the direct and tragic claim.

“No, I don't think so. I escaped through my window when I heard a man fighting with my parents. Then I heard my dad yell for us to run.”

“Okay, and what is your name?”

“Peyton Hamilton. I'm so stupid,” she rambled out loud to the stranger on the phone as she rocked back and forth a bit on her bed. “I left while he killed my little brother and sister. I should have tried to help them escape too.”

“You did the right thing, Peyton. If you had tried to help them, he would have more than likely killed you too. There's nothing you could have done. Police and paramedics are on their way. Find a safe place to sit and relax until they get there. Stay on the phone with me so I can make sure…”

She hung up the phone before the 911 operator finished speaking and walked downstairs to wait for the police to arrive. She glanced down at her hands and noticed blood smeared on her arms as well as all over her clothes. She ignored the ringing phone which was surely the 911 operator calling back. She didn't want to change because she feared she would destroy evidence that might help them find who did this. She sat on the couch and stared off into the distance, not crying or doing anything really. She felt more shock than any other troubling emotion that tried to creep in. Who could have wanted to hurt my family, and why was I lucky enough to escape? These thoughts raced through her mind when the doorbell finally rang.

She opened the door, and the officers walked her back to the living room while paramedics rushed upstairs to the terrible scene above. The first person to walk into Blake's room bent over as soon as he crossed the threshold. He turned and raced for the bathroom and made it just in time to throw up in the toilet and not add to the mess all around. His partner waited for him to come out of the bathroom, and the two of them re-entered the boy's bedroom. They felt for a pulse, but Blake's life had already left him. They made their way to the other rooms and found the same thing. Kevin, Samantha, Sabrina, and Blake Hamilton were all dead. They called for a bus to come and transport the bodies to the morgue while the officers took pictures of the crime scene and searched for any evidence of an intruder.

They dusted for prints and located several sets on the door frames, bathroom sink, and on the end table in the master bedroom. They were unable to locate a murder weapon and couldn't find a missing knife from the kitchen that might have been used in the murders. Detectives arrived shortly after to review the evidence and study the scene. They thought that Peyton might have something to do with the murders since she was the only one who managed to escape. They needed to determine a motive for the eighteen-year-old to have committed such a heinous attack on her own family. If she was the killer, the weapon she used must be close by, around the house or out in the woods where she claimed she hid during the attack. This notion, however, was difficult to believe that a petite, eighteen-year-old girl could inflict this much damage on her two siblings and her parents.

“Hi, Peyton, I'm Detective Nelson, and this is my partner, Detective Biggs. We'd like to ask you a few questions, if that's okay with you.”

“Sure,” Peyton spoke in a calm and controlled voice.

“What made you jump off your roof and hide in the woods?” Detective Nelson shifted himself towards Peyton as he sat on the cheap, floral couch across from her. “How did you know that something was wrong?”

“I heard my dad yell for us to run. He sounded terrified. I'd never heard him sound like that before.”

“So, that's when you climbed out of your window?” Detective Biggs asked as he wrote down the young girl's answers.

“Yeah, I didn't know what to do, and my first instinct told me to jump and run,” she said matter-of-factly.

“I don't want to make you feel guilty.” Detective Nelson shifted his body once again. Peyton could tell that he looked a little uncomfortable. She wasn't just a young girl, but she was a small and pleasant-looking girl. She understood that she didn't portray the appearance of someone who could do something like this. “But did you think about trying to help your little brother and sister?”

“Honestly, I didn't think. My dad's voice sounded so shaken and serious that I believed he really meant for me to get out of there right away.”

“I understand,” Detective Nelson continued, “and I'm not blaming you for any of this. Do you know of anyone who would have wanted to hurt your family? Is there anyone who held a grudge against your parents or maybe someone who had a falling out with them?”

“I can't think of anyone,” she said. “Well, Dad did have this argument with the guy who painted our house like a month ago, but I can't imagine someone would kill over something like that.”

“Do you remember his name?” asked Detective Nelson. “What were they arguing about?”

“I don't remember his name, just that he painted the inside of our house, and Dad didn't pay him the final three thousand dollars owed because the guy took three weeks longer than he said it would take and also because he did such a poor job. He didn't even paint the closet in my room.”

“How did you get the blood all over you?” Detective Biggs glanced at her stained hands and clothes. The amount of blood on Peyton's body and inside the home was impossible not to stare at. She caught her own eyes fixed on the crusted blood that lined her skin more than once.

“I found my brother first, and I hugged him. I know I shouldn't have, but I love him so much, I just couldn't help myself. And then I know I touched everyone else to check for a pulse. My dad was lying on his stomach, so I turned him over when he didn't answer my calls.”

“We're going to catch whoever hurt your family,” Detective Biggs assured her, “but right now we need to take pictures of you to have as evidence. After that, we'll get you cleaned up and find you a safe place to stay.”

An officer came into the living room and photographed her arms, hands, clothes, and hair. The blood rested across her body, hardened like a messy ice storm. The detectives appeared puzzled with no signs of a break-in, nothing missing, and no murder weapon. Peyton didn't look to be physically capable of committing such a violent crime. The detectives drove her to a friend's house since she had no other family in the Tulsa area. Her only true relative lived in Connecticut. Kevin's sister, Charity Hamilton, lived in New Milford, Connecticut, a bedroom community that sat a little over an hour from both Hartford and New York City. Peyton and her family visited Aunt Charity every summer since she was born and often during other holidays. They were extremely close, and Charity loved Peyton and her siblings like they were her own children. They recently returned from a trip to Connecticut in early August as they spent ten days with Aunt Charity and enjoyed the steamy Northeast.

The next morning, Charity arrived in Tulsa and drove the fifteen minutes to Jenks where Peyton remained. She found her friend Kendra's house and knocked on the door through puffy eyes. She'd just begun to mourn the loss of her only brother, nephew, niece, and sister-in-law. Kendra answered the door while Peyton stood directly behind her. She barely slept during the night and bags managed to fully form underneath her eyes.

“Oh, sweetie,” Charity spoke through heavy tears, “I'm so sorry.”

She reached out and held her niece. Peyton rested her head on her aunt's shoulder and received the love that she held for her. The two hugged each other for what seemed like an eternity and went inside to sit and talk about what to do next.

“I'm here for you, Peyton,” Charity said from the black leather couch in Kendra's living room. “We'll get through this together and find a way to move on.”

Charity was younger than her brother, only thirty-four-years-old. She never married and had no kids of her own even though she was a beautiful woman with a pleasant body. She stood at 5'5” and weighed close to one hundred and thirty pounds. She cut her blonde hair to just above her shoulders and displayed the brightest blue eyes. Peyton resembled her aunt though she might have been an inch and a half taller than Aunt Charity and somewhat skinnier. Peyton weighed only one hundred and twenty pounds at the most. Peyton also grew her light brown hair down past the middle of her back. She looked at her loving aunt through her hazel green eyes, grateful that she was there.

“Thank you for coming, Aunt Charity. What am I supposed to do now?”

“What do you mean?” Charity tossed the hair off of Peyton's forehead and placed it behind her ear.

“Where am I going to live? I can't go back to that house, and I don't have a job or anyone here to stay with.”

“I want you to come live with me, Peyton. You always liked coming to visit me, and there's no sense in you staying here unless that's what you want to do.”

Peyton stood up from the couch and pulled her hair back into a ponytail. She noticed her aunt seemed a bit disheveled and thought that moving east might be good for the both of them. She enrolled at the University of Tulsa months ago, and the fall term started just a week prior. She liked the idea of transferring to the University of Connecticut and living with Aunt Charity in her early twentieth century home. Connecticut in the fall displayed the most beautiful trees and vivid colors she'd ever seen. Yes, this is exactly what Peyton needed to heal and forget the images of her dead family that filled her mind.

“That sounds nice, Aunt Charity. Thank you for being so kind.”

“Don't thank me, dear. We are family, and this is what family does.”

Charity rented a room in a local hotel so she wouldn't be a bother to Kendra and her family. They told her she was more than welcome to stay, but she insisted on getting a room for the week while they waited for the funeral. They still had to get everything in order for Peyton to move back with her. Peyton stayed in the hotel with her aunt as well, and the two laughed and reminisced as they talked about old times together and her aunt cried quite often.

“Remember that time when you were only eleven or twelve, and you all came out to visit for Christmas?” Charity said through her laughter on the queen-size bed.

“Oh my God, it snowed so much during that trip.” Peyton smiled and nearly allowed herself to laugh. “Wasn't there like a foot of snow or something?”

“At least. If I remember correctly, it snowed right after you guys flew in, a few days before Christmas, and then we got a huge nor'easter Christmas Eve night and into Christmas morning. We were stuck in the house all week until you had to fly back home.”

“Yeah, I remember that trip. Sabrina was six, and Blakey was four I think. We played in the snow so much our fingers felt like they were going to fall off.”

Peyton grew increasingly excited at the prospect of living in her favorite place she loved to visit. She missed her family, but the severity of what happened hadn't quite sunk in yet. Maybe when she saw them at the memorial service or when she watched their caskets be lowered into the ground it would cause her to feel sadness. For now, she felt more numbness than anything else. She looked at her aunt and wondered what life would be like now that they were gone. She understood that it would be different, but she liked the idea of the unknown. Something about it excited her.

“Aunt Charity, why haven't I cried for Mom and Dad, or Sabrina and Blakey? Shouldn't I be more emotional than I am right now?”

“There's no right way to respond or act.” Charity walked over to the chair near Peyton and took a seat next to the small table. “You saw something that most people never see in their lives, and it was incredibly traumatic for you. Your tears will come, but you don't need to feel bad or guilty for not breaking down. I know you love them, and they knew that too.”

The girls went to sleep that second night after the tragic morning of September 1. Peyton's eyes closed quickly from the weight of her tears that did not fall. Somewhere around 2:00 a.m., Charity woke up to the sound of a sharp scream.

“What is it?” Charity gasped with a tinge of fear. “Are you okay?”

She looked over and saw Peyton sitting straight up in her bed and panting with fear. Peyton's head dripped small beads of sweat as she clenched the sheets in her fists.

“I had a bad dream, it was so real.” Peyton looked straight ahead. She'd had dreams like this recently, but she wasn't prepared to tell Aunt Charity about them. She could not tell anyone about her dreams.

“What was it, sweetie? You scared me to death.”

“I don't know,” Peyton said as she lay down on her side. She closed her eyes to fall back asleep and pretend like everything was okay. “I can't explain what it was, just that there were flashes of a girl running. It sent chills down my spine. I know it doesn't make any sense, but it was the most terrifying thing I've ever seen.”

“I'm sorry, Peyton. You can sleep in bed with me tonight if you'd like to.”

She drifted back into a deep sleep before Charity finished talking, and her aunt went back to sleep herself. Morning arrived on time, and Peyton seemed better from the nightmare just hours ago. She acted like nothing happened and assured her aunt that it was no big deal. They made their way to Jansen Funeral Parlor in Tulsa to get everything planned for the funeral.

Charity worked as an author and an editor in Connecticut. Three of her novels had been published in the mystery genre. Her first book, Dying to Sleep, sold sixty thousand copies and set her up for a moderate advance for her next book. Bodies of Water sold only fifteen thousand copies due to poor marketing by the publisher, and Charity herself went to few signings and speaking engagements. Before writing her third novel, she started to edit for the New Milford Times newspaper as well, and she wrote opinion pieces each week. Her third book, Secrets From My Grave, released in July of last year and sold twenty thousand copies in fourteen months. It's sold better than her debut novel did and caused her two other books to pick up steam as well.

Charity's finances were stable at best. She had enough to live on, but writing hadn't made her rich by any means. The prospect of having to pay thirty to forty thousand dollars for the funeral was not within her means. She didn't have that kind of money, and her brother didn't own any sort of life insurance policy. Kevin and Samantha lived frugally with the three kids in Jenks. They talked often about getting life insurance in case something ever happened to them, but they never got around to it. Kevin ran his own lawn care business in Jenks, Tulsa, and Broken Arrow. He made respectable money cutting residential lawns while Samantha stayed at home to raise the kids and play a more traditional role.

With just the one income, the Hamilton's managed to save only five thousand dollars and had no retirement savings yet. The house held about thirty-five thousand dollars in equity, but Charity didn't want to spend that money on funeral expenses when she could use it for Peyton's college fund. After speaking with the funeral parlor, Peyton and Charity decided to have the family cremated and take their remains to Connecticut with them.

“If they're buried here,” Peyton said, “who will come and visit them?”

“That's true, and you can either keep their ashes with you or spread them somewhere special once you get settled in New Milford.”

Peyton liked the idea of having her siblings and parents close to her rather than in the cold ground. Charity settled on forty-eight hundred dollars for the cremation, and they decided not to have a memorial service at Peyton's wish.

“It's not like we can view their bodies,” she said to her aunt on the drive back to the hotel from the funeral parlor. “We don't have any family here either, just a few friends. I'd rather have a gathering at a park or something instead of in a stuffy church where everyone dresses up and pretends to be sad.”

“Why would you say that? No one would be pretending to be sad. All of your friends will want to say goodbye to your wonderful parents and precious brother and sister. What if we had a celebration of their lives at Riverside Park instead?”

The girls worked on packing up all of Peyton's belongings and put the house on the market. They moved all of their nice things into storage and kept in touch with the detectives each day to find out if they had any more information about the painter or any other leads in the case. They were allowed to go into the house the third day after the crime took place on September 4.

Charity sold both of her brother's vehicles, his work truck, and the family car. He owed two thousand on the truck still, but the car was paid for. Between the two vehicles she made eleven thousand dollars to help with the move to Connecticut, and she put the rest in a savings account that Peyton could use at her discretion. She paid for the cremation by selling Kevin's sports memorabilia collection. He'd collected autographed baseballs signed by Hank Aaron, Willie Mays, and one by Mickey Mantle. He saved a Cowboys football signed by the entire starting lineup and head coach from 1994, the year they beat the Bills for the second straight year in the Super Bowl. He even acquired an autographed Michael Jordan rookie baseball card. The girls took his collection to an upscale sports memorabilia shop in Tulsa and received five thousand dollars for the entire collection. It was a fair price based on the research they did online, and neither of the girls held any sentimental value towards the items. That covered the cost for the cremation and urns to hold their remains in.

Charity contacted their close friends, only about thirty people in all (including kids), and they all met at Riverside Park on September 7 to remember Kevin, Samantha, Sabrina, and Blake Hamilton. She ordered a life-size poster made up of the entire Hamilton family that stood on an easel with flowers all around it, and the Arkansas River ran seamlessly in the background. There were no pastors or clergy there to say anything about the family. They rarely attended church, so it didn't feel right to either of the girls to put on a show when Peyton knew her parents wouldn't have wanted that.

No, they were all about simplicity. People spoke kind words and shed tears for the tragic loss of this family. They hugged Peyton and wished her all the best in her move to the Northeast. Several people handed her checks for one hundred dollars and another for five hundred. Their kindness made Peyton feel a little guilty for receiving gifts when she should have been mourning the loss of her family. She grew concerned that she didn't feel more remorse for her family as she had yet to shed a real tear for them. The closest she came to crying was when she found Blakey in his room, seemingly a lifetime ago. Peyton turned from the crowd of people and strolled over to the soothing water. She couldn't see her reflection down below, but she knew that there was more than meets the eye.







Chapter 2: Welcome To Connecticut

The small, suburban town hadn't seen a crime like this in years. The last murder in Jenks occurred four years ago, and the one before that was ten years prior. This was by far the worst tragedy the community had ever dealt with. With four of the five Hamilton's dead, and the fifth on her way to Connecticut, residents were shaken by the possibility of a murderer still on the loose. Few, if any, thought that Peyton had anything to do with the slayings. No one could believe that she possessed enough strength to commit the crime or hide the murder weapon so well. The police surmised that she was innocent as well since they searched the woods and subdivision thoroughly, yet they found no evidence that Peyton disposed of a weapon or did anything other than hide in the woods as she said. Yes, she was covered in blood when the police arrived, but she didn't have any marks or wounds on her like they would have expected to see on the killer.

All eyes and suspicion shifted to thirty-six-year-old Brock Greenfield of nearby Broken Arrow. Brock owned and operated a painting business since he was twenty-two, and those who knew him spoke well of him. They shared with police, however, that the last few years had been troublesome for Brock and his family. Three years ago his youngest son drowned in their swimming pool, and it devastated him. Brock and his wife divorced nine months later, the opposite of the life that normally comes after certain nine-month periods of time. He turned to heavy drinking and gambling binges at the casino in Tulsa. Both helped to numb the pain until the numbness faded, and then his sorrow returned even greater.

Brock kept his business going, but his savings began to dwindle from nearly one hundred and fifty thousand dollars to just thirty thousand in less than three years. He was well known in and around Tulsa as one of the best painters, and he used to specialize in commercial painting. He landed huge accounts from the federal courthouse downtown to all of the Home Depot's in northeast Oklahoma. He also hit a fifty-thousand-dollar jackpot at the casino five years ago and unlike most people, he invested it in the stock market and turned the fifty thousand dollars into seventy-five thousand within a year.

Then, after the loss of his youngest son and the divorce from his wife of ten years, he stopped pursuing the big commercial contracts and only painted residential homes. His income dropped, and his wife kept the house in Broken Arrow. Brock rented a small home near the Tulsa city line and filled his fridge with beer and his cabinets with various types of liquor. He woke in the morning with a single shot of vodka and went to bed each night with a cold beer next to him. Scattered throughout the day he enjoyed all kinds of drinks and the occasional pill to keep a mild high.

The Jenks police department knocked on Brock Greenfield's door the evening after the Hamilton murders to ask him about his whereabouts and the dispute he had with Kevin Hamilton only a month prior to that fateful day. Detective Nelson and Detective Biggs stood in between the row of red chokecherry bushes planted on both sides of the small front porch and tapped on the navy blue door.

“Can I help you?” Brock asked with paint still on his hands from a full day of work.

“Yes sir,” Detective Nelson said as he got right to the point. “We'd like to ask you a few questions about a murder that took place yesterday over in Jenks. May we come in?”

“You mean the Hamilton murders? I heard about that on the news. What does that have to do with me?”

“Why don't we sit down and talk about it, Mr. Greenfield.” Detective Nelson took a step forward to let himself inside. “You can help us out by answering a few questions that came up during the investigation.” The detectives followed Brock the rest of the way inside, across the faded linoleum entryway, and onto the generic tan carpet in his living room.

“Have a seat.” Brock motioned for the detectives to sit down on the worn leather sofa as he grabbed a beer from the fridge. “You guys want a beer?” Brock asked, not thinking or caring that the detectives were on duty. He drank when he worked, and he assumed that it was late enough in the day for anyone to enjoy a beer.

“No thank you, Mr. Greenfield,” said Detective Biggs. “We heard that you and Kevin Hamilton were involved in some sort of dispute last month over nonpayment for a job you did for them. Is that true?”

“Yeah, it's true, but I didn't kill them.” Brock leaned back and took a nice, long drink from his beer before he sat down in his suede recliner that used to portray a dark tan color.

“No one is saying that you killed them, Mr. Greenfield,” Detective Biggs spoke softly, yet Brock knew that he was serious. He understood that this investigation was the biggest thing in Jenks right now. “We'd just like to find out more about the details regarding the dispute, and we'd like to know if the matter resolved itself or if it was still ongoing.”

“It never resolved itself. They stiffed me for the final thirty-one hundred dollars they owed me. Kevin refused to pay because it took me longer than expected to finish the job, and I threatened to sue him.” Brock took another heavy gulp of his beer.

“So, you threatened him, is that what you're saying?” asked Detective Nelson.

“Not like that. I told him I would sue him if he didn't pay me, and he said he'd see me in court. I never got around to filing a lawsuit, but I guess that doesn't really matter now, does it?”

“You don't seem too broken up over the murders.” Detective Biggs leaned forward from the sofa. He locked eyes with Brock and took on his role as the bad cop. “Where were you yesterday morning between 7:00 a.m. and 9:00 a.m.?”

“Let's see,” Brock said before he downed the rest of his beer, “at 7:00 a.m. I was at the Chick-fil-A on Gary Ave, and I left there around 7:30 a.m. I got to the job I was working at by 7:45 a.m. at the latest, and I didn't leave there until lunch. That was probably around 1:00 p.m.”

“And where were you working yesterday morning?” asked Detective Biggs.

“At a house on Admiral and 145th. Call them; they'll tell you I was there all morning.” Brock crushed the beer can and tossed it on the floor. The detectives asked him a few more questions while Brock grabbed another beer and leaned against the kitchen table. He didn't care what the detectives thought about him and wasn't about to postpone his night of drinking. He escorted the detectives out when they were finished and drank until he passed out in his favorite recliner.

The detectives followed up on Brock Greenfield's alibi the following morning. They called the family where he claimed to be working, and they confirmed that Brock was there between 7:45 and 8:00 a.m. They drove down to the Chick-fil-A on Gary Ave and discovered that their video cameras were not working and had not been for the past week in fact. The police determined that Brock remained a person of interest. He was a viable suspect due to his lack of remorse for the deceased family and his obvious motive, with respect to nonpayment for the job merely a month prior to their deaths. Neither Detective Nelson nor Detective Biggs were convinced he was their man, yet they knew something was off with Brock.

Word began to spread throughout Jenks, Tulsa, Broken Arrow, and Owasso that the police suspected Brock Greenfield in the murders. Public opinion swung heavily against the grieving father of his own lost child. Brock lost every single job he had lined up after the one he was currently working on, and he turned to the vodka bottle before 10:00 a.m. and Jack Daniel's whiskey at night. The morning shot turned into a morning bottle, and the beer changed into drinks of much higher alcohol content. Brock made his way through the next few days in a buzzed haze.

The detectives informed Charity and Peyton that Brock was a suspect but admitted they still had no evidence to tie him to the crime. It was September 8, seven days after the murders and the day after the memorial service at Riverside Park. They assured the girls that they would not rest until they found the man responsible for the killings. They promised them that they would investigate Brock Greenfield as thoroughly as possible. They would either rule him out as a suspect, or they would find the evidence needed to convict him for the crimes.

Detective Nelson also assured Peyton that she was not a suspect in the case. The Jenks sheriff held a press conference on September 8 to make that clear to the public as well, that Peyton was not a suspect in the murder of her family. Peyton and Charity both breathed a sigh of relief when they heard this though neither thought she would be charged anyway. Still, some rumors began to spread, claiming that the girl was the true killer. They both felt better after they heard the sheriff say that she was not a suspect.

The consensus was that she simply could not have been strong enough to kill them all, especially her father, while not leaving any evidence behind. The blood found on her body and clothes when the police arrived were easily explained as a grieving sister and daughter who held her little brother and tried to see if her father was still alive. Yes, there must be a good explanation for the monstrous crime that took place that day, and most of the Bible Belt turned their eyes to Brock Greenfield. After all, desperate drunks have been known to commit all sorts of crimes when they were impaired.

On the morning of September 9, Charity and Peyton loaded up Peyton's orange Jeep Grand Cherokee and hit the road. The girls embarked on the fourteen hundred mile trip from Oklahoma to Connecticut. They'd put everything of value from Peyton's parents in storage, and she packed her nicest clothes and a few family pictures with her in the Jeep along with the four urns. Charity canceled her return flight to JFK and drove the two of them as they began their somber yet somewhat hopeful journey home.

Oklahoma quickly turned into Missouri as Illinois waited patiently on the other side. The girls made it across the state line into Indiana and spent the night in Terre Haute at the Super Holiday Motel. The room was fitted with retro décor and even had a mini fridge and microwave to match the paisley curtains and bedding. Peyton rested well while she dreamed about starting over in Connecticut. She pictured the beautiful weeping willow tree in the front yard of Aunt Charity's off-white colonial home. Her dreams didn't last all night anymore as she usually woke to a nightmare of some sort.

Many nights she woke up in a warm sweat like someone running a fever. A few times since finding her family lifeless, she woke up wide-eyed and sitting straight up like that first night with her aunt in Oklahoma. This night in Indiana made for the most peaceful rest yet. She didn't experience either of those two things though she did wrestle with dark patches in her mind. She couldn't quite explain what the dark patches and images were, but she knew where they came from. She'd tried to bury them deep inside, but now that she was all alone they were beginning to creep out of her. They headed out in the morning and stopped in Indianapolis for a late breakfast at Parker Jean's Diner, slightly off Highway 70.

“This is my first time in Indiana,” said Charity. She tried to make conversation with her niece as she was fairly quiet so far on the trip.

“Me too.” Peyton ate her pancakes and sipped her Mountain Dew while her aunt opted for bacon, scrambled eggs, hash browns, and a glass of ice water.

“I don't know how you drink soda with pancakes, it sounds so disgusting. It's like brushing your teeth and then drinking a glass of orange juice.”

“It's funny that you call it soda,” Peyton said with a half-smile and another drink of her pop.

The girls finished their meals and made it all the way through Ohio, Pennsylvania, a small stretch of New York state, and finally into Connecticut around 11:00 p.m. They parked the Jeep off to the side of Charity's home on the three-acre property and forced their tired legs to walk up the aging steps and into the creaky home.

“You can sleep in the guest bedroom tonight, and tomorrow we'll it set up right for you and go shopping for whatever you need.”

“Thank you, Aunt Charity. I really appreciate you letting me come stay with you.”

“You're not staying with me, Peyton. This is your home now too. We are family and what's mine is yours. People say that all the time, but I mean it. Anything that belongs to me now belongs to you.”

Peyton stepped across the oak and maple hardwood floors which were full of knots and original charm. They made her feel comfortable and offered some sort of peace as she walked to her new room. The guest bedroom was one of four in the two-story home that contained baseboard heaters throughout. She was used to the vents on the floors back in the Midwest but always found it amusing when she visited her aunt that the heat came from those strange looking six-foot stretches of metal. She stared up at the ceiling while her eyes adjusted to the darkness. She pulled the musty comforter up to her chin and closed her troubled eyes.

“Dear God,” she prayed out loud but in a soft voice, “please forgive me for having my family cremated. I couldn't live with their bodies being left all alone. Help me to move on and get rid of these nightmares that keep visiting me at night. I've always had them, well not always, but ever since that one night. You know… Now, I'm scared they will come every night, and they make me afraid to fall asleep. God, if you're real, please answer my prayer. Amen.”

Peyton relaxed her mind and drifted off into a deep sleep. She saw Blakey running in the backyard and throwing the football with Dad. She watched her mom swinging in the hammock, reading a book, and drinking her sweet tea. The dream made her smile in her sleep and just then she noticed the shadow in the kitchen of her old house. It inched closer to her and without warning the most horrific face she'd ever seen stared straight at her. The dark patches she'd witnessed before now took on a terrifying shape that she still couldn't quite explain or describe. She saw the shadow's face for the first time, and it peered towards her, covered in blood and death. The blackness dripped slowly from its hair and made her cringe, yet she could not move. Peyton looked into the bloodshot eyes and realized that she was looking at her little sister, Sabrina.

“I'm going to kill you,” the shadow said to her in the most chilling voice she'd ever heard.

Peyton shot up in her bed with a loud scream. She clenched her sweat-drenched pillow from the sudden nightmare and watched her chest breathe heavily in and out. Charity raced down the hall to check on Peyton and flipped on the light as she entered the room.

“What's wrong?” Charity frantically asked. “Did you have another bad dream?”

“Yes, it was terrible.” She held her chest and felt her heart beating. It felt like it was trying its best to push through her skin and proceed without her. “I can't… I don't want to talk about it,” she finally said as she still held her chest and did her best to erase the image of the shadow from her mind.

“It's okay, sweetie. Do you want to sleep in the room with me?”

“No, I'm fine. It just scared me at first, but I'll be okay.” She knew that it would not be okay. She lay back down and flipped the pillow over to the dry side.

“I really don't mind.” Charity stood at the foot of the bed and gently squeezed her niece's foot. “With everything that's happened we need to get you to a doctor, and maybe they can prescribe some nighttime medicine to help you sleep.”

“That would be nice. Goodnight, Aunt Charity.” She spoke calmly now with her heart back to its regular speed.

“Goodnight, sweetheart. I'll see you in the morning, and I'm just down the hall if you need anything.”

Peyton glared at the ceiling, afraid to fall back asleep, terrified of what she might see or hear next. She couldn't get rid of that image. She guessed that the shadow's face from her nightmare would be stuck there for the rest of her life. Why does my little sister want to kill me? She thought as she rubbed her arms to try and get rid of the chills that still clothed her body. She'd had a hard time sleeping ever since the incident nine months ago. She never told anyone what really happened and had tried hard to push it out of her mind altogether. The nighttime, however, forced her to face what took place that terrible night on New Year's Eve.

She'd been able to block the tragic night out for the most part, but ever since she found her family dead, that dreadful New Year's Eve came back to haunt her more than ever before. She squeezed the comforter and the sheets in her moist hands from the night sweat. She feared the night as she could not control her dark thoughts or the disturbing figure that visited in her dreams. She finally fell back asleep and dreamed about growing up with her loving mom and dad. She remembered sitting in the stands at the Jenks vs Union football games and going on the rides at Bell's Amusement Park in Tulsa.

Peyton woke in the morning without another dream that contained the shadow, much to her surprise. She stumbled down the wooden staircase that made a sharp left turn in the middle to reach the bottom floor. The late summer sun broke through the front windows and gleamed against the wood floors that filled the entire house. She found the orange juice in the fridge but changed her mind and poured a glass of chocolate milk instead.

“Hey, Peyton.” Her aunt entered the kitchen and searched for her favorite cup to fill with coffee. The automatic coffee maker turned on at 8:00 a.m. every morning, and the spacious home welcomed the strong aroma of coffee beans. “How did you sleep the rest of the night? Anymore nightmares?”

“No, I actually slept fairly well after the one bad dream. Thanks for asking though.”

“What do you want to do today?” Charity asked as she took a seat in the dark cherry oak chair on the far side of her beautiful teak table she received as a gift from the publishing company after the fifty thousandth copy of her first novel sold. Her blonde hair truly shined in the reflection of the magnificent table.

“Anything really. I guess it'd be nice to drive around and see if anyone's hiring. Maybe we could visit UCONN and talk to someone in admissions.” Peyton spoke with a touch of confidence while she sipped her glass of chocolate milk.

“That sounds great. Would you like me to call the doctor and see if I can get you an appointment to help with sleeping?”

“Not yet, I'll see if it goes away and then let you know if I need to go later. Let's get ready and head out now, if you don't mind.” She finished her glass and rinsed it off in the sink. Aunt Charity didn't have a dishwasher in the kitchen, so Peyton washed it as well and placed it in the basket to the left of the double sink so it could dry.

“Sure, that sounds like fun. We'll hit a few places I know that are hiring first and then drive over to the college in the afternoon.”

Peyton hurried upstairs and went into the hall bathroom to take a shower and get cleaned up. She glanced at the scratches on her chest for just a moment and noticed they were beginning to heal. She wasn't sure how they ended up there, maybe from her hiding in the woods or possibly from her own hands during one of her nighttime terrors. Either way, Peyton liked what she saw for the first time in as long as she could remember. She thought that possibly, in time, she could open up to Aunt Charity about everything that happened to her that night. New Year's Eve felt like it had just taken place rather than the horrific morning of September 1 which occurred only ten days ago. She tried not to think about either day, yet they rushed into her thoughts whether she wanted them to or not.
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