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“There is only one race. The human race.”
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        OAK SPRINGS, NEW YORK 1958

    




This place was a drag. Nobody had been in or out for over an hour. Not many people came by past midnight on an early Tuesday morning. Most had the sense not to drive on a night like this when it was raining cats and dogs big enough to drown Lady Liberty. Oak Springs wasn’t a happening place given that it sat right off the highway. You’d drive right past it if you didn’t know it was there, but there was nowhere to grab a bite before the long stretch to Albany. They were two different worlds connected only by the shining neon lights of the Moonlight Diner.

All was quiet, except for the rain pattering on the windows running left, right, and center of the L-shaped eatery. The laminate double-seated booths reflected the meager streetlights off their blue and white surface. The checkered floor was shiny and slick from being mopped repeatedly in an effort to eliminate the drag of the late shift.

Prairie rested her chin in the palm of her hand as she stared out into the empty parking lot. Her wavy mahogany hair, that was pulled back by a trio of yellow paper flowers above her right ear, tickled the sides of her freckled cheeks. Her uniform matched the upholstery and overall color scheme of the diner itself: a pairing her folks hadn’t bothered to change in over ten years.

This wasn’t where she saw herself after high school. She had wanted to become a nurse at a hospital helping the injured and the sick, but her folks needed her here, working the graveyard shift at the diner. She couldn’t say no to them; they needed the help. It had only been a year since she’d graduated, but it felt longer than that. Like she had lost time driving in circles over and over again.

“We are made in the shade tonight, aren’t we? Beverly’s dark ponytail whipped up the scent of hot coffee through the air as she slid a rag across the speckled countertop. “Can’t think of a more exciting place to be than standing ‘round here listening to Elliot bash my ears till the sun comes up.”

She turned with her brow raised toward the serving window where Elliot’s shaggy blonde mop popped into view under his black hair net.

“I heard that.” With a disgruntled huff, he turned up the dial on his hand radio attempting to drown out any added trash talk.

“What’s got you all fired up?” Prairie smirked, leaning into Bev’s arm.

“I just rather be kickin’ it with my Georgie, all cozy by his fireplace, watching Jack Benny or Lucy. Heck, I’d even let him watch Gunsmoke if it got me out of a late shift working here.”

Prairie shook her head, “You got nothing left to talk about except Georgie since you’ve been going steady.”

“What can I say? He’s got me real gone. With them Tony Curtis looks, how could I not be?”

“I swear, Bev, if my daughter grows up to be as fast as you, I’ll disown her.” Elliot’s rusty voice, from puffing too many cigarettes, caused Bev’s lips to tighten as her ponytail came across her shoulder. She glared at him from the front of the diner.

“You best shut your trap, Elliot! You don’t know nothing about it.”

“And I don’t want to.”

“You think cuz you're married and got kids that you know everything there is to know about love.”

“I ain’t no square just cuz I’ve settled down.” Elliot replied, adjusting his round specs on his nose.

“You’re as square as they come. Four sharp corners and straight sides.”

A mention of Oak Springs redirected Prairie’s attention to the voice over the radio.

“Stop talking will ya?” Prairie’s tone cut through their dirt. “Turn that up, Elliot.”

He obliged as both Prairie and Bev leaned towards the now raised voice of the reporter over the air.

“This marks the third death in the recent Route 43 murders outside of Oak Springs. Due to the amount of trauma on the body, the victim has not been identified. The only information we can provide is that he is a white male and about six feet tall. Police say the victim was pulled through the driver side window of his car, dragged about fifty feet into the surrounding forest, and torn apart. There were no weapons or footprints, other than those of the local wildlife found at the scene. A small red handbag was discovered in the backseat, and though a few belongings and change were inside, no ID was found.”

Bev shook her head and squinted her eyes, “I don’t wanna hear any more of that. How terrible.”

“Police are investigating this and using all resources necessary to gather clues as to who or what could be responsible for such a heinous act in our sleepy little corner of New York State . . . ”

“Elliot! Don’t you have ears?”

With a quick turn, Elliot dumbed down the sound, cutting off any hope of hearing the rest of the report.

“I can’t believe there’s been another killing around here.” Prairie sighed, glancing out the window as if she might see another happening right outside the highway diner.

“It gives me the jitters.” Bev shivered and clutched her arms. “How anybody can snuff a person like that . . . it’s damn near crazy.”

“You better stay close to your beau then, Bev.” Elliot snorted as he scraped the grill clean.

Bev rolled her eyes. “Lord only knows how Wanda puts up with you. You must be worth something other than that ring you slid on her finger.”

“Keep runnin’ your mouth there—”

The jingle of the front door drew their attention. He came in, dark and mysterious like, and drenched from the rain. Rolling over the floor smooth like butter, he slid onto one of the stools at the counter with ease. Prairie watched as his arms crossed in front of him, his leather jacket a few shades darker than his skin.

“Hey, you.” Elliott’s voice broke the cool silence. “We don’t want your kind here.”

“Says who?” Prairie shot daggers at him through the serving window.

“There’s diners for spooks like him. This ain’t one of them.”

“Mind your business, Elliot. If he pays, he stays. Keep your trap shut and just do what my daddy pays you to do.”

Prairie moved on over to the drifter and leaned against the counter. “Don’t mind him. He’s just a small-minded imp.” Her comment didn't seem to gain a reaction from his brown-eyed glare. Pressing her lips together, she pulled out her pad and pencil from her apron.

“So, what’ll it be?”

“Just coffee. Black.” His voice was sullen.

“Want me to grab you a towel too? The rain got you pretty good out there.”

“No thank you, ma’am.” He ran his decorated hand through his dark, pompadour hair, shaking drops in all directions. A round, pale scar lay underneath his left eye. The scar couldn’t have been bigger than a dime. Little webs reached out in all directions from it, disappearing into his strong cheekbones and squared jaw.

Prairie wondered how he got that scar and where this man came from. He couldn’t be much older than her. He had that greasy look about him, like he was someone who liked causing trouble for people. Hoodlums weren’t common in a small town like Oak Springs. They were more of a New York City thing you hear about in the papers or on the radio. She hoped that any trouble he might have been partial to didn’t follow him. The last thing this place needed was more trouble keeping customers away.

She turned around to grab a fresh pot. Beverly came beside her and arched an eyebrow towards their newest customer.

“Hush.” Prairie whispered as she grabbed a plain mug from the rack, filling it with the bitter, rich liquid.

She took it over and slid him a napkin with the steaming cup. “Here you go.”

“Thank you much.” He took it with his left hand and brought it up to let the aroma waft into his nostrils. His voice carried a southern drawl, making her think he must have traveled far to find himself in New York.

“Enjoy.” Before Prairie could draw away, she noticed red droplets from where his arm had rested. “You’re bleeding, sir.”

The drifter lowered his mug quickly, wiping the stained water with his jacket sleeve. “It’s nothin’, ma’am.”

“Don’t tell me it’s nothing.” Fishing under the counter, Prairie pulled out a clean cloth and took his arm without asking. She pulled up his jacket and saw his rich dark skin all cut up with small, jagged holes.

Before she could put the cloth to it, he pulled away taking it with him as he stood up from the stool.

“Thank you, I don’t mean to trouble ya.”

Prairie took a step back, her hands pressing against the rapid thudding of her heart, “No, I. . . I apologize.”

They stood in quiet contemplation, looking at each other as if waiting for someone to make a move. Prairie couldn’t help but notice the steady caution in his eyes, looking her over like she had an ulterior motive to her kindness. She tried to speak, but her mouth went dry. There was nothing she could say in her startled state. All she could do was watch him, clutching his arm to his chest with the cloth she gave him.

“Everything all right over here?” Beverly’s voice broke over them like a rock on the ice.

She came to stand not too far from Prairie: her eyes darting between her and the drifter.

Finally, he dug a fist into his pockets, pulled out a few dimes, and slapped them onto the counter next to the mug of coffee.

“Much appreciated,” he glanced at the name sewn into her uniform. “Miss Prairie.”

Her name on his lips sent shivers down her spine. Prairie swallowed, lowering her hands to her apron, “You need change?”

“No, thank you, ma’am.” He said, tucking the towel into his back pocket. “Have a good night.”

He flashed a quick smile and backed up toward the door, pushing it open into the rain. Popping up his collar, he walked down the lit sidewalk and into the night.

Prairie’s eyes didn’t leave him until Elliot’s voice stung at her ears. “Causing trouble did he, Prairie? You just wait till I tell your daddy about this.”

She glared at him and grabbed the mug to bring it to the window. “You’re not my babysitter, Elliot.”

“You’ll appreciate me looking out for you more if he is the murderer.”

“Well, he isn’t.” Prairie dropped the mug at the window with a thud and proceeded back to the counter to wipe up any rain left behind.

Prairie noticed some red spots still lingered on its surface. Quick as a whip, she wiped up what remained with the back of her apron.

Beverly came in close to avoid Elliot overhearing. “Was that blood?”

“Yeah . . . his arm was all cut up.”

“Prairie.” Beverly placed a hand on her shoulder. “You best be careful who you put your hands on.”

“He’s just a drifter. I doubt we’ll ever see him again.” The recent murder crept into her mind. How could anyone be sure what type was capable of murder?

    

  

    
      Chapter 2



The Rich Boy




    

    
      






“What’s got you so lip tight?” Billy leaned over in the car as he tore onto the highway.

Prairie shot him a glance and looked into his baby blue eyes, hoping to seem cross with him. “I’m just thinking, is all.” She leaned back in the fine leather seat of Billy’s Bel Air. It was a lovely late summer afternoon. The wind passed through her hair as they cruised with the top down. It reminded her of her younger years with her folks: driving up to the Hemsworth’s lakeside cabin to enjoy a day of sipping on lemonade, fire roasted weenies, and wading in the cool water.

“The only thing you need to be thinkin’ about is us getting hitched.” Billy smirked, sliding his hand around the wheel.

“Keep dreaming, Billy.” Prairie rolled her eyes. “I’m not ready to get married. Especially to you.”

“Why not? What’s so bad about me?”

Prairie huffed, focusing on his finely combed hair and ironed collared shirt. His pleated trousers and well-polished loafers were as pristine as they had come. Him being a Hemsworth meant he sure could afford it. His family owned the largest manufacturing company in upstate New York specializing in large equipment for businesses and hospitals. There was no denying that having the family name would come with benefits, but Prairie was never after money nor security. As much as Billy fit the package of what any self-respecting woman was after in a man, she didn’t care for it.

Not that Billy wasn’t a looker, with his angled face and Cheshire grin that any girl would swoon over.

She was the only girl who ever told him no; the only girl he hadn’t stopped trying to get back with once they split after high school.

“There’s nothing wrong with you. I’m just not the marrying type.”

“Says you. You’ll come through. Just like they all do.”

Prairie swung a lick across his arm. “Don’t you talk to me like that, Billy! I ain’t that kind of girl, and you shouldn’t be talking about others like that either.”

His brows arched. “You sayin’ Beverly ain’t the kind of girl who’d marry a fella just from the looks of him?”

She settled her arms against her chest, “Maybe she was, but she’s got a boy now. They’re going steady and everything.”

A hearty laugh escaped him. “How long do you think that’ll last?”

“Long enough for you to get me to the diner in one piece.”

They continued cruising along the highway. Trees and grassy banks lined the road between here and there. An old, abandoned gas station sat decaying on the side of the road to her right, its red painted pumps and wooden overhang were left to succumb to the elements. The radio continued to blare the next best tune across the airways.

“You gonna be working at your daddy’s diner your whole life?” Billy asked.

“No. I have plans.”

“What plans? The nurse thing?” Prairie eyed him coldly as he spoke. “How do you plan to pay for that?”

She squeezed her arms around her waist. “I’ve been saving up and working hard. Something you don’t know a lick about.”

Billy shook his head. “It will take you ages to make that kind of bread. Why do all that when you can just marry me, and then you won’t need to worry about work?”

She crossed her arms and continued to stare out the passenger window. Billy loved to ruffle her feathers. It wasn’t easy, but with him she had a particularly short fuse. Maybe it was because he never let up, and she didn’t think she could ever give him what he wanted. Seemed wrong for her to keep him as a friend knowing he didn’t want to be just that, but she couldn’t let him go.

“You know I’m only pulling your leg,” a hint of sincerity mixed with the brevity of his voice. “Come on, Prairie. I didn’t mean it.”

She glared at him, raising her brow, “You sure? I think you’d like me doing everything your little heart desires.”

He shrugged, “Yeah, but you won’t.”

“Money can’t buy you that from me.”

His eye-catching smirk captured Prairie’s full attention. “You know I don’t care about all that. That’s too easy.”

His focus came back to the road, but she could tell he was thinking with the way those baby blues kept shifting while that smile still tickled the corners of his mouth.

“Remember the holidays two years back?” He said, “You told me you didn’t want anything fancy.”

Prairie looked down at her hands, unable to hide the unabashed excitement from that rekindled memory, “You made me that scarf.” She looked up, her freckled cheeks bright with joy. “Knitted it with your own hands.”

“It was ugly as sin,” he chuckled.

“I didn’t care what it looked like.”

He glanced at her, keen to keep the conversation grounded in their past. “And the concert at the park?”

There was so much about that day that was perfect. The gazebo was all lit up with white lights and tinsel. It sparkled like a star in the clear black night. The brass band played in their red coats and dark Eskimo caps, filling the air with cheer and good will to all in attendance. The night would have been unbearably cold had it not been for the bonfire and hot chocolate brewing to keep the citizens of Oak Springs warm. Sweet treats kept the atmosphere fresh with the comforts of home. The church had a donation basket to collect funds for folks who had fallen on hard times. Billy put his usual wad of cash in there, happy to give back.

For a rich boy, he was always willing to part with what his family blessed him with. He got that from his mother’s good nature. Prairie had been to a number of Hemsworth fundraisers and appreciation dinners in her day, along with her folks. It was always a good time filled with merriment and giving hearts. Prairie never thought a day would come when the Hemsworth name would shift from something so wonderful to what it is now. Still a name that meant wealth and success, but the days of charity dinners were long gone, and it happened in the blink of an eye.

“I remember how sharp you looked,” Prairie said, “with that green suit and red tie.”

“What about you,” he leaned toward her, “That long sleeved red dress and your white cardigan. Nearly knocked me out of my shoes when I saw you especially with the mistletoe in your hair. Woo,” he looked at her, “don’t think I’ll ever forget it.”

Everything that made her fall in love with him came flooding back. How he saw her, the way he admired every detail of their relationship and took care of it like nothing else mattered to him. It would be so easy to fall all over again: even after everything that happened. There was a reason she said no, but sometimes she wanted to say yes. If that Billy from the holiday party in the park proved he was still in there somewhere, then she’d say yes in a heartbeat.

The music died down and a man’s voice took over the radio.

“We interrupt your regularly scheduled programming to bring you a special report. There’s been another victim in the Route 43 murders. A man was found ten miles outside of Albany, moving north toward Oak Springs.”

Billy moved to turn the knob, but Prairie reached out her hand to push him away. “No, keep it on!”

“The body was found in a ditch after being ripped from the window of a 1955 green and white Hudson Hornet. Other than a woman’s shoes and lipstick, no weapon was found at the scene. The authorities are declaring it death by mauling.”

“I’m not hearing anymore of that.” Billy switched the station. The smooth voice of Buddy Holly took over as they continued toward the diner.

Prairie folded her hands in her lap while her heart skipped a few beats. Another killing, done the same way as the rest. The police were sure it was a creature, some bear gone over the edge. No man would do that. How could they?

The drifter and his bloody arm stood out like a sore thumb in her mind. She tried to remember what it looked like. Small beads of blood had mixed with the rain, as if it was coming from multiple cuts and not just one, the way someone might look after going through a window.

They drove past the scenic picnic area, the last landmark on the highway before reaching the diner. “It’s just a wolf or something.” Billy said, seeing her face drawn in thought.

Prairie folded her arms across her chest to stop her mind from spinning, “A wolf pulling men out of their cars? That doesn’t make a heap of sense.”

“Even so, it’s not something you need to worry about.”

“And what’s with them finding all these ladies’ things in the cars but no lady. Don’t you think that’s a bit funny?”

“Geez, Prairie.” Billy shifted in the driver’s seat. “You ain’t no officer of the law. You’re a waitress.” He glanced at her. “So, stick to what you know, and stop being so damn curious all the time.”

Prairie’s mouth twisted as she fell back against the seat. She couldn’t help being curious. Asking questions came naturally to her ever since she was in pigtails. She poured over books from Carolyn Keene and Agatha Christie, spending many a rainy night under her covers with a flashlight, wondering what clues would be revealed with a single turn of a page. Her mama always said reading those stories would get her into trouble one day.

They turned onto the long front lot of the diner. Moonlight flashed its attractive red and white lights, inviting weary travelers to partake in warm coffee and feel-good eats. Billy pulled up into a spot, stepping out of the car with one smooth swing. With a deep breath, Prairie adjusted her blue and white uniform, and fixed the tie holding her hair back. Billy grabbed at the door handle and waited for her to step out.

“So, what are you up to tonight?” Prairie asked as she got out of the car.

“My uncle’s got me doing some things.”

Prairie cringed. She never liked Billy’s uncle. He was blunt and unfeeling. An up-to-no-good scoundrel if she ever saw one. If she learned anything from the mysteries she’d read, it was to stay away from men like him.

They walked up to the door, which Billy opened for her as well. A proper gentleman when he wanted to be.

“He’s showing me the ropes. I oversaw a department store shipment just the other day. No sweat. When I finally take over the business, I’ll know exactly what to do.”

They walked into the diner. A woman with curly brown hair and faded freckles across her button-nosed face smiled up at them warmly. “There’s my girl.”

“Hi, Mama.” Prairie walked up to her mother and gave her a peck on the cheek.

“Mrs. O’Shea. Good afternoon.” Billy smiled as he came up behind Prairie.

“My, my, my. Billy Hemsworth. Still carting my daughter around every chance you get? And it’s Lorna, for the hundredth time.”

“Billy.” A tall, long-faced fellow came lumbering up toward the counter. He had on a white button-down shirt and dark slacks. An apron was slung around his waist. His eyes were drawn and prominent bags hung like laundry on a line beneath them. “Good to see you. How have you been?” His dull Irish accent was almost unrecognizable, a result of living the American dream.

“Just swell, Mr. O’Shea.”

“For god’s sakes, call me Jerry. I’ve known you since you were a boy.” He patted Billy on the shoulder. “No need to be so formal.”

“There is when your daughter is involved.”

Lorna dusted off some crumbs from Jerry’s shirt before planting her hand on his chest.

“Well, I best be off now.” Billy looked at Prairie, “You need me to come get you in the morning?”

“Bev will take me home.” Her parents looked at her expectedly as she tried to shy away from him. “Thanks for the lift.”

“Anytime. Have a good night.”

Both Jerry and Lorna waved their goodbye to the Hemsworth heir. Closing her eyes, Prairie took a deep breath before turning on her heels to punch her timecard.

“Prairie.” Her dad’s voice stopped her. He came around and stood beside her. “Elliot told us about the colored fella that came in here this morning.”

“What about him?” She tried to sound sure of herself. She did nothing wrong. Not many colored folk came through here, but it wasn’t uncommon.

“Elliot said he looked like he was up to no good.”

“Elliot will say that about anyone who doesn’t look like him.” Prairie sighed. “He was a paying customer. You told me not to turn down anybody who can drop a dime in this place.”

“And I meant it. Every color is welcome in this diner, as long as they got dough in their pocket. We need all the business we can get, but that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t be careful. With all the killings going on around here, you can’t be too sure of people.”

“He wasn’t doing anything wrong. He just wanted some coffee and he left.”

Lorna came up behind her, placing her hands comfortingly on her daughter’s arms, “We know how you are with people, always willing to talk and stretch a hand.” Prairie fell on her mother’s concerned gaze. “Just be more careful with who you’re offering it to.”

It was understandable; her parents wanted her to be safe with everything that was going on. Prairie nodded willingly, knowing her folks would only take her side and no one else’s. “I’ll be more careful.”

“That’s my girl.” Lorna gave her a kiss on the side of her head. “Now, wash up. Those tables aren’t going to serve themselves!”
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Another early morning of the usual truckers and the occasional munchers left a lot to be desired in the diner. Prairie wiped down the counters for the hundredth time since 1 a.m. Nobody was coming the rest of the morning until the sun came up. Beverly was staring at herself in her powder mirror pursing her lips and angling her head to see which way she looked best.

“You know you’re a heart stopper, Bev.” Prairie smiled as she nudged Beverly’s shoulder. “What do you have to worry about?”

Beverly smirked. “Just keeping up appearances is all. In case somebody worth my eye decides to stroll in here.”

“What about Georgie?” Prairie asked. “You were talking my ear off the other day about him.”

“He’s still around.” Bev snapped her powder closed. “But you never know.”

Rolling her eyes, Prairie pushed through the swinging doors into the kitchen. Elliot was leaning against the corner of the stove, his nose shoved in yesterday morning’s paper. A smoke stick hung out of the side of his mouth. He looked up as she entered and made her way to the plates to bring some up front.

“You read about this other murder?” he asked.

Chills ran up her spine. She didn’t want to think that the person killing all the men along the highway was still out there. “I heard about it on the radio on the way here.”

“Folks think it’s an animal.” He sniffed while turning the page. “Can’t say I believe that.”  He eyed Prairie as she came back to the door. “Reckon your drifter had something to do with it.”

She pursed her lips, giving him a look that would take the paint off a quick ride. “What you saying my drifter for?”

“Just sayin’.”

Prairie leaned the plates on her hip. “And I don’t appreciate you mouthing off to my daddy about that either. We ain’t kids here, Elliot.”

“I was concerned, is all.” He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “A girl like you shouldn’t be talking to a spook.” His gaze returned to the paper. “Just not right.”

“You’re not right, Elliot.” Prairie pushed against the door. “Leave me out of your minding or I’ll get Wanda to switch you for overstepping where you don’t need to overstep.”

Back behind the counter, Prairie walked to the right to stash the plates, but when she looked up, she saw a man in a fedora and brown trench coat standing on the other side of the counter, across from Beverly. Bev turned on her heels. Her eyes were swimming with concern.

“Prairie.” She spoke calmly, despite her fingers fidgeting against the counter. “This man would like to speak to you.”

The man peeled away from the counter and fished in the inside pocket of his jacket, pulling out a badge and flashing it for her to see. “Good morning, miss. My name is Detective Greenway.”

“Oh.” Prairie looked from Beverly and back to the detective. “Good morning to you too, Detective.” She slid the plates onto the counter. Pressing her apron, she walked over to where he stood, and kept her eyes focused. “What can I help you with?”

Greenway had an almost smokey look about him. His dark hair was barely visible under his cap. His five o’clock shadow complimented his strong jaw and deep, down-turned eyes. He wasn’t that much taller than her, but he carried himself like he could overshadow anyone who stood toe to toe with him.

He tucked his badge back in his trench coat pocket. “I’m investigating the Route 43 murders as you’ve probably deduced.”

“Yes, I . . . suppose that would be your reason for coming here.”

“We had a tip on a drifter coming through between here and Albany. A colored man about six feet tall. Scar on the left side of his face. Seen anyone that fits that description recently?”

Beverly curled her lips inward. She had more than likely already told him about the drifter that came in here the other night. Prairie was in no position to lie, especially when people’s lives were in danger.

“Yes, as a matter of fact, there was a man who came here yesterday morning.” Prairie gestured toward a stool at the counter not too far from the detective. “Sat right there. Ordered a black coffee.”

Greenway glanced at the stool, scribbling words in
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