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Preface


This is a story about a daughter and her father. It’s a story about love and betrayal, about lost innocence and violence. It was never a story I wanted to tell, but I feel that now it demands to be told.

I was eleven when I came to realize that my father was a bad man, and that he was sometimes a bad father—a really, really bad father. Until then, he was just my dad and I loved him even while I feared his terrifying temper. But it’s not that simple, is it? It never is.

When I think of the ideal father, I imagine someone who challenges his daughter to be her best self, who applauds her when she achieves her goals, even while inspiring her to reach beyond them, and who imparts vital life skills so she becomes independent and resourceful. It can be said that my father met those criteria. I can handle a chop saw and hang sheetrock better than most men. And I was on my own by the age of eighteen, fully able to support myself because I was not afraid of hard work. My father taught me that.

My ideal version of a father loves, protects, and cares for his child when she is sick or hurt. Even here, my father checks the boxes. I remember him packing my sprained ankles with ice when I’d jumped off a merry-go-round. It was he who brought me popsicles when I had strep throat.

In my parental ideal, I envision a father who creates a home where his children feel safe, where they thrive within the sense of security he provides.

Here is where my fantasy crumbles. I never felt safe under his roof—ever. He inflicted injuries in his rage, and I wore his marks: bruises, sprains, and once, when I was sixteen, a hickey on my neck. And yet, my father would defend his children against anyone he believed meant them harm. And if “love” means he would kill to protect me, then yes, my father loved me.


My childhood was not always unhappy. Alongside the memories of bewilderment and fear, I have good memories, too. In many ways my father enabled that happiness as truly as he inflicted the pain. Because he was impulsive, playful, and fearless, we had adventures that other children could not have had. We moved so often it was hard to say where home was, but even on the road—sometimes traveling crammed into a U-Haul truck with my dad driving, my mom in the passenger seat, our dog Happy at her feet, my baby sister on her lap, one brother and I squeezed in between them, with two other brothers standing in the space behind the seat—we always knew we were, without a doubt, a family.

We were poor, often hungry, moving from one dilapidated and filthy rental house to another, sometimes living in tents and campers and, once, in a barn. Between 1969, when I was born, and 1987, my family lived in Ohio, Florida, Georgia, Arizona, Colorado, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin, and we passed through just about every state.

By 2009, I was a parent myself, living in an immaculate four-bedroom house that my husband and I had painstakingly renovated, with a four-car garage on five acres. Each of my three well-fed, well-dressed teenagers had their own bedroom. But I didn’t feel like I had arrived at some pinnacle of success. My husband worked the swing shift, and my nights were long. Questions about my past nagged me. My childhood was like a jigsaw puzzle I couldn’t put together because there were too many missing pieces. I couldn’t even remember all the names of the towns we lived in, but at night, unable to sleep, I’d lie in bed and try to remember each school I attended as a child—a new one almost every year—as a mental exercise, but also as something more. I was looking for clues. Why had we left all those towns in such a hurry? I had vague memories of rumors of missing people, of bodies found. Did those dark murky echoes have anything to do with my childhood? When I remembered a town name, I’d sit up, grab my laptop, and obsessively scan my computer’s search results for cold cases there. Each time, I was discouraged. Nothing struck me as significant or familiar. I was convinced I would never put my splintered memories back together. But one night, out of the blue, the name Watertown, Wisconsin, came to me. We weren’t there long, just the summer of 1980. I was eleven, but I remember with a strange clarity the old rambling farmhouse we stayed in there. It had an incongruous, giant stained glass window through which shards of colored light danced on the dining room table and floor.

I googled “cold case 1980 Watertown Wisconsin.”

A case called “The Sweetheart Murders” came up on my screen. With my pulse pounding in my ears, I read a news story about two young people who disappeared on the night of August 9, 1980, after attending a wedding reception just outside Watertown, in rural Jefferson County, Wisconsin.

According to the article, nineteen-year-olds Kelly Drew and Timothy Hack were high-school sweethearts. He was a farm boy who loved tractor pulls. She was a town girl who had just received a cosmetology degree. And they were last seen alive at 11 p.m., leaving the wedding reception at a venue called the Concord House. Six days later, strips of Kelly’s shredded clothing were found alongside the country road leading away from the Concord House, with dried semen on her pants and underwear. Their bodies were not discovered for two and a half months. Kelly’s corpse was found by squirrel hunters at the edge of a field, eight miles away from the Concord House. The police found Tim’s body not far from hers. Tim had been stabbed. Kelly had been bound and strangled and possibly raped. Despite one of the largest manhunts in the history of Wisconsin, the police were unable to find the killer.

I felt a shudder of recognition. The Concord House. We had camped next to it when we first moved to Wisconsin, and my dad had worked there. We moved into the beautiful old farmhouse that summer. I remember hearing that two teens in town went missing. Though we’d only arrived in Watertown a few months earlier, we left the state soon after the news broke.

In 2009, Jefferson County, Wisconsin, reopened the Sweetheart Murders case because there was biological evidence on file and they were asking the public for any leads. Flashes of déjà vu bombarded me. I could almost hear my memories clicking into place. But I was also afraid that what happened next would be like a row of dominoes. Once I tipped the first one, I wouldn’t be able to stop the outcome, even if I wanted to.

The cold case website gave a number to call with any information on the murders. I tossed my laptop aside and leapt out of bed. I paced my bedroom from window to window, to my mirror on the wall, back to the windows, back to the mirror, stopping to stare at my reflection. My hair stood on end from running my trembling hands through it again and again. It was late in the evening. I thought I might just call the number and leave a message. Surely, I wouldn’t have to talk to anyone.

Instead, I called my sister. She was only four when we left Wisconsin, so I didn’t expect her to corroborate my memories. I just wanted her blessing. But she was wary. “Think of what it will do to our families,” she warned. She was thinking of hers and mine, but also of our three brothers’, and Mom and Dad, of course. But I was thinking of Kelly Drew’s family. Of Tim Hack’s family. And there were others, I was sure of it, if only I could put all the missing pieces together.

My sister’s words of caution unintentionally had the opposite effect. I was thinking about all the parents whose children never came home. My oldest son was nearly the age Tim had been on the night he’d died. My daughter was only a few years younger than Kelly had been. Like most kids their age, mine often went out at night with friends, and on those nights I felt a kind of dread beyond what was anywhere near reasonable. With my own children safely asleep in their rooms down the hall, how could I dare stay silent? How could I make any other decision? I told my sister I would think about what she’d said and hung up, but I had already made up my mind.

I dialed the hotline number, while mentally composing the message I’d leave, something vague like: “Hi, my name is April. I might have information on the Sweetheart Murders.” Then a voice answered, “Hello, this is Detective Garcia.” And the first domino fell.

When I was a little girl, my world revolved around my dad. I loved him even as I feared his wrath. I studied him and learned his quirks and tells and I worked hard to earn his love. The events of my childhood eroded that adoration, but, even still, he never ceased to be the center of my universe, even as I tried to get out from under his control. And so when I tell you that it was me who pointed the finger at my father, who spoke the words that I knew—in the end—could bring him down, it is with profound sorrow, grief, and no sense of peace. What peace can be found in forcing the answer to the unbearable question: Was my own father more than a bad man? He had hurt people; I had witnessed that. But was I right to think that he may have gone further? Did all my memories of our leaving towns and schools and friends without saying goodbye qualify as evidence? Was there any truth to my growing suspicions that he may have been a killer? Was the man who cradled me in his arms when I was a young child a monster?

What is it that I seek in telling my story? Is it absolution, redemption, forgiveness? I don’t yet know the answer. But if others find even a little bit of closure in their own lives, then my journey will have been worthwhile.









Part One
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How He Met My Mother

1968

I sometimes try to imagine the moment Mom and Dad first laid eyes on each other. They met on a city bus in Akron, Ohio. He was thirty-five and she was twenty-one. What Kay Lynn Hedderly first saw in Edward Wayne Edwards is easy to imagine. She might have been drawn to this rakish bad boy on parole from prison. He was handsome and gregarious, full of exuberance. Dad had a boyish grin, playful blue eyes, and sandy-blond hair, and with his warm deep drawl, his strong build, and good looks, he must have seemed like John Wayne to Mom. Though he preferred to describe himself as a cross between John Dillinger and Don Juan. Like Dillinger, he’d robbed a bank and escaped prison twice. Like Dillinger, he courted fame—and never wore masks during robberies because he wanted to be recognized. And the Don Juan comparison speaks for itself. But whoever he reminded Mom of, he rode into town and swept her off her feet.

What Dad saw in Mom is harder to guess. She was the kind of person people overlook. She lived with her parents and was a good Christian girl who wore plain dresses, no makeup, and seemed not to want to stand out. She was tall and slim and kept her dark brown, nearly black, hair short. She would have been the shy girl at the school dance who was hoping not to be noticed, and Dad would have been the kid tearing it up in the middle of the dance floor.

When they met, Mom was already engaged to a promising young man who her parents approved of. Mom was from an average American family of five, with an older brother and a younger sister and two responsible upstanding parents. Mom’s parents lived their entire lives in the Akron area, went to the Lutheran church, and were active community members. Her father, Howard Russel Hedderly, worked for forty-two years at the Firestone Tire & Rubber Company. Her mother, Mary Elizabeth, worked in a department store. Her parents encouraged Mom to go to college and become a teacher.

Dad was an Akron native, too, but their hometown was about all they had in common. He was born to an unwed mother and spent much of his childhood in an orphanage and reformatory. He proposed just two months after meeting Mom, and she accepted. Even when he told her about his past, including his time on the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted List, an achievement he was proud of, she didn’t change her mind. He admitted to being fresh from a federal penitentiary having served five years of a twelve-year sentence for armed bank robbery. And his entire life before this prison sentence had been one of crime, scams, arson, and women. But now, he claimed, he had been inspired by a kindly prison guard to change his ways. He spoke of his reform with the fervor of a man born again. He was so full of confidence and bravado that he had become a motivational speaker, giving talks at police academies about his experiences, providing insights into the criminal mind. One police officer told him that he would have made a damn good detective.

After telling Mom about his past, he claimed to have said, “If you want to end the engagement, I’ll understand. But if you’ll marry me, I will bend every bone in my body to make you the happiest woman alive.” According to him, she loved him even more than ever for his confession. They married six months later.

Mom got her teaching degree, but she didn’t teach for long, because she and Dad got married and had me all in the span of a year. Dad’s job description on their marriage license is “Truck Driver.” He was a proud member of the Teamsters union, thanks to Jimmy Hoffa, whom he had actually met and become friendly with in prison.

Why did Mom choose someone so different from the sort of man she was familiar with? I can only think that she was conned by him like so many others. Or maybe the sheer force of his charisma overpowered her ability to think clearly. He considered himself to be very persuasive with women. He had been married to at least three other women before her (one of them three times). Mom simply fell under his spell. They hid the fact that he was on parole from her parents, but even without knowing his backstory, Mom’s parents were not impressed. They must have been mortified to have this smooth-talking con man as a son-in-law. They saw clearly that he was luring their daughter from the stable life they’d imagined for her and into the gutter, or at least into a life beneath her station. And Dad never forgave their disapproval. But Mom must have been helpless to resist his charm. Or maybe it was because she got pregnant with me before she’d had a chance to change her mind.
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Bend Every Bone

1970

I was a year old when we moved into a little gray house on Avon Street in the North Hill section of Akron. Mom had just given birth to my brother David. She was never much interested in housekeeping, so the house on Avon Street was a mess. There were piles of dishes on the kitchen counters, dirt on the floor that stuck to my bare feet like breadcrumbs, and tangles of extension cords like snakes crisscrossing the floor.

Mom got pregnant again with her third child before I turned two. By two-and-a-half I was used to doing things by myself. Because I had a younger brother who seemed fairly helpless, I felt extremely capable. If I could figure something out, I could do it. Shouting “I do it!” might have been my first sentence. One day, I stomped into the living room wearing nothing but my white undies and saw that my very pregnant mother was on the sofa, trying to wrestle my brother David into a clean diaper. I had to step over all the extension cords to find a clear spot to sit on the floor. I wanted to plug in my night-light. The night-light, in the shape of a blue buffalo, was my favorite toy. I talked to it, long into the night, and I carried it around with me during the day.

I studied one of those long, winding cords. There was a lamp plugged in there, however, which had to come out so I could plug in my buffalo. Determined, I grabbed onto the lamp’s cord and pulled. But my hands couldn’t get a good enough grip to pull it out. I didn’t want to ask for help because I never liked to ask for help, and, besides, Mom was clearly busy. So I used my mouth. I bit down hard on that electric cord and before I could yank it out, I was jerked off my feet. The pain was sharp, like a whip crack to my mouth. I smelled a terrible odor, and the shriek of my own scream rang in my ears, merging with Mom’s screams. After this, I only recall flashes of images and impressions. Someone lifting me onto the dining room table. A neighbor’s face hovered over mine. I don’t know how I got to the hospital. Mom didn’t drive, so it might have been the neighbor. I just remember the pain like an explosion in my head.

I woke up in a hospital room. My head still ached and my mouth felt bound like a mummy. I just wanted my dad to make everything okay. Where is he? And then I heard him. The smooth rumble of his voice as he spoke to the nurses. I heard his low chuckle as he joked with them. He was always joking with women.

“Hey honey,” he said when he saw I was awake. He gave me his big warm grin.

I drifted in and out, Dad’s face fading and coming into focus. I had just had my first surgery to reconstruct the side of my mouth where the cord had melted my lips and cheek.

Dad came to my bed and put his hand on my forehead and stroked it. I felt tears leak out of my eyes and down both temples. I whimpered through the bandaging.

He handed me my baby doll from home, and I clutched her to my chest. Dad lifted me up off the bed and then sat in the rocking chair beside it, holding me on his lap, soothing me while we rocked back and forth. I was safe now.

When Dad brought me home a week later, he carried me to the sofa. Mom stared at my bandaged face, while she bounced David on her hip. She looked frightened. David took one look at me and began to bawl. He didn’t recognize his sister. I didn’t want Dad to leave my side. And I dozed off with his reassuring weight on the sofa cushion beside me.

Every morning Dad had to change the itchy, sticky bandage that covered the right side of my face. It felt like he was ripping my whole bottom lip off. But I trusted him. Mom brought me broth and ginger ale and fed me through a big eye dropper. Dad showed Mom how to change the bandages. She trembled when she unwound the bandages the first few times. This was not her strong suit. But it was Mom who shaped my mouth with her fingers so I could drink through a straw.

Dad had been trained in first aid at prison, and we kept him in practice. We got hurt a lot.

I was an accident-prone child. Or maybe just independent and adventurous. I had several injuries in a row when I first learned to walk. I had waddled over to the hot, open oven door and grabbed it, burning my hands badly. I have a picture of myself as a toddler with a black eye; I had gotten ahold of one of Dad’s hammers and hit myself with it. It got so Dad didn’t want to take me to the emergency room because he thought he might get accused of child abuse.

I still have the scar from biting the electric cord. I’ve learned that many people assumed Dad had something to do with it. That one was self-inflicted, but I bore other scars caused by him, most of them not visible.

When Mom’s third baby was born, he didn’t look like David and me. David and I had dark, almost black hair, and dark brown eyes, like Mom. The new baby, John-John, had blond hair and blue eyes like Dad. And he was always in Mom’s arms. Strangers stopped her on the street to say what a beautiful child he was. They didn’t say anything about me. But they would sometimes stare at the scar on the side of my mouth.

With two little brothers to occupy Mom, I gravitated toward Dad, who became the center of my world. There were two versions of Dad. The one to be wary of and the one who was caring, tender, and loving. That one could cajole you out of a bad mood, cheer you up if you were sad, or tickle a tummy ache away. On a typical evening, when I heard his big tan sedan pull up in the driveway, I ran outside to greet him, David toddling after me.

In a second, I could tell what kind of mood Dad was in. If he was happy, he looked at me and smiled wide. I ran to him and he picked me up and threw me in the air. I shrieked with delight. “Again!” I said. And he did it again and again. Then we played my favorite game where he held me by my ankle and wrist and began to spin slowly around in a circle, spinning me faster and faster, high and low like a roller-coaster ride. “Faster?” he asked. “Faster!” I yelled. He twirled me until I felt dizzy and then he’d set me down in our little grassy front yard. I knew he would never let me fall.

As soon as he lowered me to the ground, I checked his pockets. Yep, just as I suspected. I found a piece of hard candy that he’d put there just for me. I was Dad’s favorite. Of this I was certain. David was too young for hard candy. Dad said he might choke on it.

If Dad was mad about something when he arrived home, he wouldn’t look at me at all when he got out of the sedan, and the car door would slam. When that happened, I ran back into the house and hid behind the sofa.

There was one day when Dad came home early and surprised me while I was playing in the living room by myself. I sat on the beige carpet examining a bottle of Mom’s red nail polish, which had been within easy reach on the small round end table by the sofa. Mom didn’t like to wear makeup, but she did have this one tantalizing bottle of fingernail polish. I couldn’t resist. I gripped the bottle in both hands and twisted the top off, reveling in the sharp, alluring scent that made my nose wrinkle. That’s when Dad walked in and the bottle slipped from my hand. A thick, sticky splash of red appeared on the beige carpet. Uh-oh. I looked up at Dad, hoping he hadn’t seen it. But he had. And he was furious.

“April, get over here!” he yelled.

I stood and bolted toward the stairs. He followed me, shouting. I reached the stairs before him and scrambled up them on all fours. I got to my room before he could overtake me and dove under the bed. I hoped he couldn’t hear my pounding heart and jagged gasps of breath. But there he was, his enraged face peering sideways at me under the bed as he reached with an outstretched arm, his terrifying fingers extended. I cowered just out of reach. I thought I had outsmarted him, but with every passing second I could feel his rage mounting. I could see it in his reddening face and in his clenching fist. Finally, he picked up the bed by the frame and threw it. I covered my head with my arms, willing myself to be invisible. He grabbed me by the hair and yanked me up. He smacked me hard across my back and butt with his hand again and again. I heard Mom running up the stairs. She kept saying, “Wayne, stop it!” “Wayne, stop it!” until he finally did.

Mom rarely intervened when Dad lost his temper with me. There would be many times in my childhood when I would silently will her to speak up. But she had her own reasons for keeping quiet. I can count on one hand the rare times she told him to stop. She must have been as frightened for me as I was.

It was not the first beating I had received, it’s just the first one that I remember clearly. Even then, I understood that Dad’s fury was not only about me staining the carpet. It was also about me running away from him, me having the audacity to disobey him. For a brief moment I thought I could escape from him. But he righted that balance using brute force. On my small body. I had seen him use this force on Mom, too.

Just the night before, at dinner, Dad had taken his usual seat at the head of the scarred wooden dining room table. I knelt on a chair watching his every move. Mom strapped David into his highchair and then served Dad, piling white rice on his plate and forking a chicken breast on top. She added a spoonful of peas next. But Dad glared down at his plate. I held my breath. He picked up his knife and fork. Sometimes at dinner, he was chatty, telling Mom a story about what had happened during the day, but tonight he wasn’t talking. He just looked intently down at the chicken breast sitting on the bed of rice. He sliced into it with his knife and then set his utensils down with a slow precision. Mom had taken her seat and was watching him, too.

His head swung toward her. “Dammit, Kay,” he said in a sharp voice. “This chicken is undercooked!”

Then he lifted his plate and hurled it across the room, rice and peas flying everywhere. He lunged across the table, knocking over water glasses, and grabbed Mom by the arm. David, in his highchair, gave a nervous hiccup. Dad dragged Mom away from the table and he shoved her against the dining room wall. I put my hands over my eyes. I wished I had two more hands to cover my ears. I knew what was coming. I heard her say, “Wayne, please,” in a pleading voice. Then I heard the horrible sound of his fist punching her. When I let myself look, she had dropped to the floor and curled into a ball, clutching her stomach. Dad stormed out of the house, kicking over a chair on his way out. David and I waited, staring at Mom until she pulled herself up. She didn’t look at us. She just started cleaning up the bits of rice and peas from the floor and wall where Dad’s plate had smashed. I felt sorry that she had to clean up the mess.

The night of the nail polish beating, Dad looked tired and sad, as he often did after he’d lost his temper. He lay on the stained beige carpet of the living room floor and patted his chest.

“Come here, honey,” he said, inviting me to lay my head on his chest.

Still tender and bruised, I crawled up onto his chest. I listened to his big heart go thump thump thump. We lay like that, ear to heart, for a while. Dad could be so sad sometimes. And he didn’t ever like for me to be mad at him. After he was angry, I knew he wanted to be forgiven. He didn’t say he was sorry or ask to be forgiven, but I could just tell he wanted me to tell him that I loved him. It made him feel less sad. I wanted to make him feel better.

I said, “I love you, Daddy.”

“I love you too, honey. I love you very much.”

For a man with a hair-trigger temper, he also possessed a surprising degree of patience. Shortly after the undercooked chicken and nail polish incidents, I sat on the lawn, watching him paint the window trim on the second floor of the house. It looked like fun. Mom called him inside because he’d received a phone call. He backed down the twenty-foot extension ladder and walked into the house. He left the can of paint hanging from a hook on the ladder rung. As soon as he’d gone, I began to climb the ladder. I hauled myself up one step at a time, keeping my eye on the dangling can of paint the whole time until I reached the rung where it hung. A paint brush lay across the opening of the can. I reached through the rungs and grabbed the brush handle and plunged it into the paint, all the way up to my elbow. I caught a whiff of its rubbery odor as I pulled my dripping white arm out of the can. I stretched as far as I could and moved the white brush back and forth across the gray clapboard siding, making a pleasing wet slapping sound. This was even more fun than it had looked! I heard Dad’s voice from below.

“Hey April, honey,” he said. “Whatcha doing?”

“Painting the house,” I said.

He didn’t yell or threaten. He just calmly talked me down the ladder and then went back to painting.


My third brother, Jeff, was born two weeks before my fifth birthday. I wouldn’t have minded a baby sister. I would have loved that. But another brother? I was so mad at Mom, I decided to run away. I carefully packed my favorite belongings in a plastic laundry basket: my baby doll, my buffalo night-light, my princess tiara, my favorite clothes, and my Cinderella coloring book and jumbo box of crayons.

I marched out of the house to the sidewalk and began striding down the block, the laundry basket banging against my shins, my hands gripping the handles so firmly they hurt. This running-away business was hard work. I got a few houses down when Dad’s tan sedan appeared next to me. He rolled down the window.

“Hey April, honey,” he said. “Whatcha up to?”

I was blessed with a loud voice, and I projected it through the open car window. “I’m mad,” I announced. “And I’m running away and never coming back.”

“Well, I’ll miss you,” he said. “Where you goin’?”

I had to think about that. Where was I going? I hadn’t quite gotten that far in the plan.

“Do you have money?”

“No.”

“How’re you going to eat?”

Hmmm, I hadn’t considered that, either. I didn’t want to admit it, though. I hated to be wrong. I weighed my options, and none of them seemed good. But now that Dad mentioned food, I realized that it was lunchtime and I was hungry. I began to trudge back up the sidewalk. Dad turned the car around and drove home. The laundry basket felt heavier with every step as I walked back, and I was glad to get home simply to be able to stop carrying the awkward load. Dad was waiting for me on the porch.

“Want me to carry that for you?” he asked. I could tell he was trying to look serious and not smile.

I sighed and handed the laundry basket over to him as if I were doing him the favor. I had too much pride to admit I was relieved. We walked inside together as if nothing had happened.
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“Sister, I’m Gonna Be a Crook”

1933–1948


Dad always told me I was lucky to have so many siblings. As far as he knew, he didn’t have any. When he was born in Akron on June 14, 1933, his biological father had wanted nothing to do with him. His mother, an unmarried woman named Lillian Myers, was sent to prison during Dad’s first year of life. She had been caught stealing a hundred dollars from a house she had been hired to clean. She’d arrived at the job wearing an evening gown, having come straight from wherever she had been the evening before.

At nine months old, Dad—born Charles Edward Myers—was adopted by Lillian’s sister Mary Ethel and her husband, Fred Edwards, They had no other children. They changed his name to Edward Wayne Edwards. As an adult, Dad went by his middle name, Wayne. Lillian died of complications of a failed suicide attempt when Dad was five, though he thought of her as an aunt if he thought of her at all. He didn’t learn that he’d been adopted until he was an adult. When he discovered the truth of his birth mother, and the circumstances of her self-inflicted death, his own childhood seemed all the more tragic.

Dad was a difficult child, even when he was very young. Any parent would have struggled with him. He often lied and got in trouble at school and couldn’t stand having anyone tell him what to do. Mary Ethel developed a degenerative disease and Fred traveled a lot for work and had a drinking problem. By the time Dad was seven, they could no longer care for a child who was so hard to manage. Mary Ethel’s parents, Dad’s grandmother and grandfather Myers, whom he called Grammy and Po-Po, stepped in to care for their daughter. But they could not also take in their unruly grandson. Dad was sent to an orphanage, the infamous Parmadale Children’s Village outside Cleveland, where the nuns would crack a stick across his palms or backside if he forgot to say “Yes, Sister” and “No, Sister.”

For a boy who couldn’t stand being told what to do, Parmadale was a nightmare. For a bedwetter, which Dad was, it was more like a medieval torture chamber. His nemesis was a tall nun named Sister Agnes Marie. She forced him to stand in a cold shower with his wet sheets. He had to stand out in the playground holding his sheets, yelling, “I am a bedwetter! I am a bedwetter! Here are my wet sheets!” The worst punishment was when Sister Agnes Marie made him hold on to a tree and instructed the other boys to line up to take turns kicking him in the rear. After each kick, the boys moved to the back of the line to await their next turn. He remembers being kicked two hundred times that day. When he tried to escape, she told the bigger boys to hold him to the tree. His hatred for the nuns grew with each day. Over the course of his five years at the orphanage, he tried to run away fifteen times. When a nun asked what he wanted to be when he grew up, he liked to brag that he told her, “Sister, I’m gonna be a crook, and I’m gonna be a good one.”

Dad was visited at the orphanage by Grammy and Po-Po, and one of their daughters, his aunt Lucille. They always brought him candy. But Sister Agnes Marie gave most of it away to the other boys. According to Dad, Sister Agnes Marie said, “Ed, you’re a bedwetter. You don’t deserve all these nice things.” But he saw the candy as the only evidence that anyone cared about him. When one of the boys was sent a birthday cake and none of it was shared with Dad, he stole the remaining cake and devoured it. Sister Agnes Marie accused Dad of the cake theft and he denied it. She grabbed him and beat him with a stick on his head and back and legs. When he finally confessed, she stopped and turned to the other boys: “I’m going to my room for five minutes. If you think this lad should be punished for breaking the seventh commandment, that’s your business.”

When she left the room, the other boys jumped on him and beat and kicked him savagely. He had learned that confessing had been a grave error and he vowed never to be defenseless again.

When Dad finally left the orphanage at the age of twelve, it was into the custody of his grieving grandmother. Both Mary Ethel and Po-Po had died. Now his grandmother was on her own to raise her deeply troubled grandson. She did her best, but he stole money and cigarettes from her purse. He skipped school and got into fights. Stolen bicycles became a regular mode of transportation for him. He became known, in his words, “as one of the roughest young hoods in town.” He was caught shoplifting and began starting fires and setting off fire alarms. He loved to watch fire trucks roaring onto the scene, sirens screaming, knowing that it had been his actions that had brought all that noise and manpower.

When he was nearly thirteen, he fell in love with a neighbor, a divorced young woman—a brunette (even then he had a preference for them)—with children. The neighbor had a boyfriend who would show up in a dry-cleaning company’s truck. Dad became convinced that if he could scare his rival off, the woman would marry him. Even as a pubescent boy he believed himself irresistible to women. Even then he believed he could bend their will to please him, using violence. He set fire to the boyfriend’s truck, using his grandmother as an alibi. To his immense frustration, the man returned in a new truck a few days later, so he plotted to blow the truck up. He was beyond any parental control.

His aunt Lucille and her husband, Al, considered taking Dad in, but they knew they couldn’t trust him. After two years of custody, Grammy sent him off to reform school when he was fourteen, a place that served as a breeding ground for criminals. He took this banishment as proof that no one loved him. He was darn sure that if he had kids, they would never doubt they were loved.

And this he achieved. He had five children, and we did not doubt that we were loved.
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To Tell the Truth

1972

The four years my family spent on Avon Street were unique in Dad’s life because he was not on the run. It was during this period that he wrote his memoir, Metamorphosis of a Criminal, an account of his time in the orphanage and his subsequent life in crime until his self-proclaimed transformation in prison at the age of thirty-four. His book was published in 1972 by Hart Publishing Company. It became his calling card, and he gave out copies to neighbors and friends. He was invited to speak on prison reform. After all, he had sampled several different prisons throughout his life, and had escaped from two. That alone made him something of an expert.

He went on a book tour, spoke to schools, church groups, and Rotary clubs on the importance of good parenting—a topic the book covers in depth. He rehearsed for his talks in our living room. He would dictate to Mom, who was an excellent typist. He’d practice his talk until his delivery was smooth. I listened to him rehearse his lines over and over again. I loved to hear his deep, resonant voice. He sounded wise and important.

He brought his family with him to hear one of his talks. When we walked into the big auditorium, his radiating smile drew all eyes to him. He took his position on the stage, and we settled into seats at the back. I looked around at the assembled crowd and saw that when he spoke, people listened with rapt attention. His topics ranged from marital love to parenting to prison guard training, and he would ask questions like, What is society? Then he’d answer, Society is composed of families, and what the heads of families make it. The well-being of society and the prosperity of the nation depend upon home influences. Heads in the audience would nod.

He would talk about the problems with today’s parents and children. He’d ask, What is lacking in those homes? Had I been asked, I could have parroted the response: Love and discipline. The audience would have big nods again for this one.

In his presentations, Dad had sounded so sure of himself, but there were times at home when even he seemed like he was lost. Usually, he was full of the authority conferred upon him as the “head of the family,” but now and then the veneer would crack and the vulnerable child inside would show.

In the evenings, Dad was sometimes antsy. On those nights, he would take the family for car rides, and we would just drive around to nowhere in particular for hours. But one night he just took me. I sat in the front bench seat of the sedan and watched him in the light of the streetlamps. He seemed distracted and anxious. We drove around until he parked the car. Then he lay down on the front bench seat and tapped his chest. I crawled on top of him and put my ear to his shoulder and heard the thump thump thump of his sad heart. Dad said, as if I were the one who needed comforting, “Everything is going to be okay. I love you, honey. It’s going to be okay. It’s just going to be you and me.” I couldn’t tell if he was really talking to me. I was worried because Dad sounded distraught. But I was also a little thrilled because I had the impression that we were going to take off, just the two of us, and I would not have to share him with my brothers. I fell asleep and woke up the next morning in his arms, being carried into the house. We’d spent all night sleeping in the car.


During the book tour, Dad became a minor celebrity, and even appeared on the television show To Tell the Truth on October 17, 1972. On the night it aired, our little house on Avon Street was electric with excitement.

We settled into our positions in the living room. Dad usually watched TV in his recliner, but tonight we were all lined up on the sofa together. My brothers and I snuggled in between our parents. I looked at Mom and saw a spark of eagerness in her expression, and this delighted me.

Dad sat perched on the edge of the sofa cushion, leaning forward, almost vibrating with nervous energy. When the show’s host announced the three contestants, we all stared in amazement. I thought I was going to burst with pride. There’s my dad! On TV! He stood with two other men who wore dark suits. Dad wore orange slacks, a lemon-yellow button-down shirt, a cream jacket with thin zigzag lines of green and blue, and a wide, snazzy tie. I thought he looked so handsome. He was one of three men who introduced themselves as the reformed felon and author of the book Metamorphosis of a Criminal, Edward Wayne Edwards. He fooled them all.
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The Farm on Taylor Road

1974

With the money from the book sales and engagements, Dad bought an empty lot in Doylestown, Ohio. It was just twenty minutes outside Akron, but it was in the country. He planned to build a big house; we needed more space now that he and Mom had four children. Doylestown was a rural farm community. The kind of place where your neighbors might have cows and people leave the keys in their cars and their houses unlocked. But the house would take a long time for Dad to build, so he rented a farmhouse on Taylor Road a mile from the empty lot for us to live in in the meantime.

When I stepped out of our wood-paneled station wagon and looked around the farm, it felt as if I had entered an enchanted world. In Akron, houses were squeezed in next to each other with little neat front yards. But on Taylor Road there were no other houses visible. Here, fields of tall grass stretched before me, cherry trees lined the driveway, and fragrant mint grew everywhere. The whole farm smelled like peppermint candy. Dad looked at me, smiling at my astonishment.

“Pretty sweet, right honey?” he asked.

I took in the two-story farmhouse with a sagging front porch. The garage was missing its bay door. None of that mattered. I had my eye on another building—an unpainted barn. Chickens pecked busily in the dirt around the big sliding barn doors. Chickens! David and John-John, four and three, bolted from the car and started chasing them around the yard. A rooster gave them the stink eye.

Inside the barn it was dark. Shafts of light streamed in from a window, bits of dust floated as if suspended by magic. As my eyes adjusted, a hayloft came into focus above me with a rope swing and a pile of hay below it. Rusty farm equipment sat covered in cobwebs. An orange cat stretched and blinked at me from a tractor seat. Best of all, two shaggy ponies stood munching hay in the cool shadows. Ponies!

I walked up to the ponies with caution, hardly believing my eyes. I was five years old and considered myself a big girl, at least bigger than my brothers, but next to the ponies I felt small. One of the ponies, the dark brown one, sidled away from me like the chickens had done, but the rust-colored pony lifted its head. I held out my hand and the pony sniffed, its long chin whiskers tickling my palm. Then it took a step toward me. I stood like a statue. It lifted its nose to sniff my hair. I breathed in the scent of sweet grass and earth as the velvet muzzle explored my face. I was in love.

Dad’s silhouette appeared in the barn door.

“One of them is Max and the other is Cindy,” he said.

“Which is this one?” I asked. Dad walked up slowly and laid his hands on the rust-colored pony’s back. Then he leaned down and looked underneath its big round belly.

“This one’s Cindy,” he said. “She’s a girl. The other must be Max.”

Dad had once worked on a farm, so he knew all about animals. I thought there was nothing he didn’t know, or couldn’t fix, or couldn’t figure out. He told me that the ponies and chickens and the barn cat had come with the farm. I could hardly wait to be a real farmer.

Max kept his distance, but Cindy continued to nudge me with her nose. Dad plucked a big round brush from a nail on the wall and showed me how to groom Cindy, brushing the mud off her back and legs with the stiff bristles.

“Can I ride them?” I asked with reverence.

“Sure!” Dad said, giving Cindy a last pat on the rump. “Just don’t fall off.”

Outside the barn, David and John-John were running around with their arms out like windmills. They came dashing into the barn and startled the ponies. They took in the old tractors and jumped up and down with glee. Immediately they hopped up on one, side by side, and pretended to drive it. I guess they were looking forward to being farmers too.

The next morning, I wolfed down my cereal and ran out to the barn to check on the ponies. They were grazing in the field and looked up when I approached them.

Max let me pet him. But when I reached up to his halter, he pulled his head away. He pinned his ears back and moved off. Cindy looked at me, and I thought she had a sweet expression. She let me take her halter and lead her to the barn. She ate hay while I brushed her coat and removed the tangles from her mane and tail.

Now was the moment I’d been waiting for. I led Cindy by the halter to a stone wall. She was compliant enough to let me situate her next to it and stand there as I climbed onto the wall and slid my leg over her back. As soon as I was aboard, I threw my arms around her neck to hold on. She dropped her head to eat grass and I went tumbling down onto the ground in front of her. She looked at me as if to say, Well, what did you expect? Do cowboys lie down on their ponies’ necks?

On the next try, I slid my leg over her back and sat up straight and grabbed her shaggy mane in my hands. I kept my shoulders back as she took a few steps forward, and then she broke into a jog and jostled me right over the side. This time she didn’t look at me. She just kept going and then stopped to graze a few yards away.

Every day I tried again, and each time I lasted longer on her back. I learned to use my weight and my balance, and she learned new ways to unseat me. She liked to run through the field with me on her back, dodging the elderberry trees, and I learned to lean with her as she turned. I had no bridle or saddle and no control. Cindy was in charge. She would move off at a walk, and then tear across the fields until she got tired. Then she’d drop her head to eat grass and there was no motivating her to play cowboy with me again until she was good and ready. If I fell off, she didn’t stick around to let me get back on. Sometimes I would walk up to her after she dumped me in the field and just lie in the grass next to her. She would stay close, and I would listen to the sound of her chewing grass or munching on an apple she’d found on the ground. And we would enjoy our companionship. Sometimes I talked to her and told her stories. She was an excellent listener.

There were a few times when I set off riding Cindy and ended up walking back to the house without her. I never wanted Dad to know I’d fallen off.

But Dad seemed to know everything. He would appear in the yard with a look of great amusement and say, “Hey Cowgirl. You get dumped in the back forty?” like he was living in one of his beloved John Wayne movies.

“I’m fine,” I assured him, and I was. But even if I’d been hurt, I would have said the same thing. I knew I was not supposed to complain. Complaining was annoying to Dad, and I was eager to keep in his good graces.

“Good girl,” he said.

To hear Dad’s praise meant everything to me. One of my missions in life was to make him happy. Things that made him happy included Camel cigarettes, hard candy, Wrigley Spearmint gum, liver and onions, well-behaved children, and a little terrier named Scottie.

Scottie was Dad’s dog. This little brown-and-white, wiry, adorable little dog followed Dad everywhere. Unless there was a chipmunk to be run to ground. Then no one could distract him.

He barked happily while chasing the chickens and the barn cats with David and John-John, but as soon as Dad appeared outside, Scottie made a beeline for him and followed him around doing whatever chore he had to do.

One such chore was fixing the electric fence that surrounded the ponies’ paddock. On our first day at the farm, it was obvious that the fence wasn’t working, because the ponies were leaning into it to get the grass on the other side.

It wasn’t until Max started getting out of the paddock that Dad decided to fix the fence. The fence had a gate near the barn, and the electric wires that were buried under the gate had become detached. David, John-John, and Scottie had been watching Dad work when I came into the barnyard just as Dad finished. He turned the fence on by flipping a switch on a box on the barn wall.

As he walked away, he said over his shoulder, “Don’t touch the fence.”

“Why can’t we touch it?” David asked as soon as the words were out of Dad’s mouth.

“Yeah, why not?” John-John echoed.

Dad turned around and looked hard at David and John-John as if he was trying to see into their heads.

“Go ahead and pee on the fence,” he told them.

“What? Why?” David asked.

“Just do it,” Dad said, almost daring them, but also ordering them to do it. And he expected to be obeyed.

They pulled down their shorts and peed. As soon as their stream of urine hit the fence they screamed and fell to the ground, rolling around in agony. I watched in mute horror. Scottie barked hysterically. My brothers convulsed in pain. I wondered if I should run to get Mom. But Dad just laughed. “That’ll teach you!” he said to them. And he kept laughing. The hilarity for Dad was that the boys hadn’t believed him and had suffered for it. But I didn’t see what was funny. In fact, it made my stomach hurt.

When Dad taught us a lesson, it often involved pain. I tried to hide pain from him. But David and John-John weren’t afraid to cry if they got hurt, especially if I was the one to hurt them. If we argued over a toy and I smacked one of them, they would tell on me, and I would get in trouble. Even at five years old I was aware that in some ways it was “them” against me, the big sister. When they told on me, Dad would beat me hard on the butt with his belt.

Dad instilled in me that my brothers were my responsibility. If they got hurt, it was my fault for being careless. If they misbehaved, it was my fault for letting them. If they got punished for misbehaving, I got punished too. This didn’t seem fair, but I never argued. He said it was to teach me a lesson. What did the lesson teach, exactly? It mostly taught me to expect pain. Whenever Dad changed his clothes, which he did at any time in any room in the house, and I heard the clank of his belt buckle on the floor, I would flinch and my stomach would clench.

One day Dad called me and my brothers into the living room. Something bad had happened, I could tell. Mom sat on the sofa by the living room window with Jeff on her lap and her expression offered no clues.

Dad lined us up—me, David, and John-John—in a row and demanded, “Who was using the nail clippers last?”

David, John-John, and I looked at each other and said nothing. There was silence.

Dad continued to demand a confession. I looked at him with an intentionally blank face. It was an expression I had mastered. If you gave no sign that you were nervous, then you must have nothing to hide. If you showed any sign of guilt or gave any show of fear or tears in advance, you would be punished. Dad might grab you and smack you across your backside just for acting scared.

None of us spoke up because we had no idea where the clippers were. The house, as usual, was a mess. It was hard to find anything. Dad pulled his belt off and grabbed John-John and spun him around. John-John wailed as Dad lashed him with his belt. I could tell David wanted to run, but he and I both knew to stand still. Running would have made the beating worse. David cried when it was his turn. He and John-John grabbed their butts and ran around in circles, high-stepping, their faces scrunched. Then Dad grabbed me and whipped me hard across the butt. It stung so bad I cried out, and I too grabbed my butt and did the same awful dance as my brothers.

Dad put his belt back on.

“You have fifteen minutes to find the clippers,” he said.

When we just stood gaping at him, he shouted, “GO!”

Mom had watched this entire scene in silence from the sofa. Jeff, who was about a year old, watched, wide-eyed as he sucked his thumb.

Fifteen minutes later we returned empty-handed and full of dread. I had looked under the kitchen table, in the kitchen junk drawer, in the bathroom medicine cabinet, behind the sink, and even in the toilet. I double-checked where my brothers had looked, too, because boys can never find anything. After a second round of beatings, I looked over at Mom and I noticed the clippers on the windowsill behind the sofa. And now I remembered that she had been using them to cut Jeff’s nails. Dad left the room, saying he’d come back in another fifteen minutes, and we’d better find them or else receive another beating.

“Mom!” I whispered, and pointed to the nail clippers resting just beyond her shoulder where she’d left them on the sill.

She looked at me with panic in her eyes and whispered back, “Don’t tell your father.”

I grabbed the clippers from the sill. There was no question in my mind about what she was asking me to do. I had to take the blame. If I told on Mom, she’d get beat, and I didn’t want her to get hurt. Dad always said if we told the truth we’d still get in trouble, but we’d get in even more trouble if we lied. This was going to be bad. Dad would think I’d lied and, worse, I’d let my brothers get beat for it. When Dad came back, I stepped forward, my fear mounting. I couldn’t look him in the eye. My chin began to quiver, and I was desperately holding back tears. I handed him the clippers.

I was afraid to look at Mom, so I stared at my feet. From her seat on the sofa, she said nothing. She was not going to save me. It was up to me to save her.

“I left them on the windowsill,” I said. “I forgot.”

Dad’s face contorted in rage, and he roared, “What did you say?!”

“I forgot!” I pleaded.

He grabbed me by my wrists and whipped out his belt and whaled on my bottom again and again and again. Winding up each time for more power. As if from a distance, I heard my cries. My mind went somewhere else in these moments. It was like I left myself. I was galloping on Cindy, clinging to her mane, the wind whipping my tears away. I was swinging on the rope in the hayloft or climbing an apple tree or hiding out in the tall grass. In the magical world of the farm, I could let my mind take me anywhere I wanted to go.
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Paradise Lost

1975

Dad sometimes took us with him to the construction site, which was still just a pile of lumber. The lot was a field ringed by trees, and my brothers and I loved to play in what we called “the woods,” a strip of giant trees along the back border. The place where the house was going to be was littered with construction materials, including nails.

The first time he brought us, he told me, “April, keep an eye on your brothers.” But it was hard to keep an eye on both of them at the same time because they ran off in different directions. John-John approached a stack of boards, assessed it, and walked around it. David was more reckless and he threw himself headlong at the pile, stumbled over it, and then staggered to his feet. Immediately, he let out a yowl and began hopping up and down on one foot. Dad came over and glowered at me. He sat down on the pile and pulled David onto his lap and took off his sneaker, which had a nail sticking straight through the sole. Dad took off David’s sock and forced the blood out of the puncture wound while David squirmed and groaned. We got back into the car and drove home. I worried the whole time about what Dad would do to me when we got home. But he didn’t do anything to me. He just soaked David’s foot in Epsom salts. But I felt
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