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Cider

How the fuck did I forget about the creak on the third step? I’d lived in the old Victorian house all my life and the third step on the wide staircase leading upstairs had creaked since my grandmother had scurried up and down the polished planks as a child. The shine was long gone, and the faded glory and creak had added character to the house filled with old-world charm and quirks. Now, all that old-world charm was about to get me killed. 

My heart, my breath, and my right leg froze, hovering over the step my left leg had landed on. Had whoever was downstairs rummaging through my things heard it, and would he, and I assumed it was a he because, in every movie or book where a lone woman in a big old house was bludgeoned to death, it was usually by a man. Would this big hunk of a man round the corner any second and add my murder to his to-do list for the evening? 

I now regretted staying in this big house alone. I should’ve moved out when Greg, my cheating ex-husband, had left me for his assistant and a one-bedroom condo in the heart of Manhattan. I should’ve rented out the house on the outskirts of Rye and moved closer to town, but I’d already lost the man of my dreams, and I wasn’t about to lose my home. I’d wanted a refuge from the whispers and stares, the pitying looks and smirks that said despite all my family’s money, I couldn’t even pay a man to stay with me. I’d had too much pride to leave, and as the good book said; Pride goes before destruction and a haughty spirit before a fall. I was about to fall; unless I escaped through the front door before he could get to me. 

My body came alive, and I placed my right foot on the fourth step. It creaked so loud I thought the wood was about to splinter. It’d never done that before, and I felt betrayed by something I deeply loved yet again. I yanked my feet back so fast that I lost my balance and tumbled down the remaining twenty stairs. I came to a stop on my back in the foyer, tangled up in my long white nightdress. I could see the large front door and light and freedom through the panels of glass on each side. If I could get to it, I’d have a chance. 

Suddenly, a large figure loomed over me, blocking out the light and my means of escape. My mind flashed back to my mother, alone in the fanciest nursing home money could buy. If I’d had her stay with me and hired a full-time staff to take care of her, someone would’ve always been here. I’d been too weak to take care of her, too involved with my charity events and the plight of the less fortunate. Helping others was the only way to assuage my privileged guilt at being born a Vander, one of the oldest and most successful families in New York. Over the decades, twelve family members had died in my house, and it seemed I was about to become lucky number thirteen, which would give credence to the whispers that the house was cursed, and everyone who lived there left either through scandal or death.

*** 
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A BIG, DARK FIGURE flashed across my right peripheral and startled me out of my make-believe world. I dropped the mystery thriller I’d been so engrossed in it’d felt real and tried to get my bearings. I’d been genuinely terrified for Ingrid as that dark figure had loomed over her. It was as if he’d materialized out of the book and came after me instead.

You’re being paranoid, I told myself. My heart and my mind raced each other to the edge of a cliff and my lungs threatened to give out before I even got there. I forced my breathing to slow down even though it hurt and forced my mind to focus on tangible things, and slowly, I was able to pull myself out of the old house in Rye where I’d been so entrenched, that I’d lost touch with reality and time. I read to escape the world I’d been forced to live in and sometimes I went so deeply into a book, I became Alice in a wonderland where everything felt real. I’d let my guard down and lost my mind and track of time.

I returned to Bumble Books, one of ten wooden boxes that passed for a strip mall in the center of town. The bookstore was sandwiched between a bakery and a thrift store, both of which should be closed by now. Across the street were the café, the post office, a clothing store, the town’s only movie theatre, and the dry cleaners. All of those things shut down when the sun did except for the theatre, although, no one went to the movies on a Monday night in a small town.

The eerie silence of the bookstore past closing time penetrated my fuzzy brain. I looked at the large black clock mounted over the entrance. It was six-ten and I should’ve had the closed sign out and be walking to my car by now. Daylight Savings Time had just ended the day before and it was a bit of a shock to look out at total darkness. It was the worse time to start a new job in a new town, but at least this one was small, very small, and I’d felt safe in the two weeks I’d been living there, except for tonight when the last-minute stranger had walked in.

I closed my book and then hurried over to the door and turned the sign to close. Now, all I had to do was to find my last-minute customer and inform them that they had ten minutes. My babysitter would give me a thirty-minute grace period and then bill me for anything after that. Working in a bookstore on a small island didn’t allow for any additional childcare expenses. 

I started walking along the aisle of books neatly stacked on birch wood shelves in search of my lone customer. I found him at the back of the store staring at our selection of horror novels, which were at the back so as not to offend the delicate sensibilities of some of our customers who couldn’t handle much beyond a cozy mystery or tame thriller. There weren’t too many hardcore horror fans on the Isle of Mercy, and one of them had to come in after closing time. 

I didn’t realize how big he was until I rounded the romance section and saw him perusing our blood and gore selections. Now I knew it was a small space, but it unnerved me how much of it he took up. Broad shoulders, black jeans stretched across a firm backside, legs spread apart in that confident stance that was much too aggressive for a quaint book store, black hoodie pulled low over his face. Was he looking for a book or looking to rob the place? 

I cleared my throat. “Can I help you with something?”

“No.”

The voice was deep and annoyed.

I scowled. “We closed at six.”

He pretended to not hear me, so I repeated myself. No response. Okay, that meant I didn’t have to be nice to him. “Let me recommend something, since you don’t seem to know what you’re looking for.” I didn’t read horror, however, I’d tried to familiarize myself with the store's catalog of books, a lot of which I’d read. Over the years, reading and eating had become my ways of escaping from my reality and my bank balance had dwindled while my hips had expanded accordingly. The book I’d been reading was by a new-to-me author by the name of Jack Shaw, who had a center table display right at the entrance of the store. I was only a few chapters in, and I could see why his books were so popular. I couldn’t wait to read my way through his entire catalog, which was extensive.

“I know,” the man growled.

I glared at the back of his head. Everyone I’d met on the island so far had been nice, curious, but nice. I guess a chubby black woman with a small child and no man would be of interest to the very Caucasian population. I’d received my share of stares and questions, but no one had been so stinking rude that my hands itched to smack them. He didn’t sound like a local, so maybe that British politeness hadn’t been a part of his upbringing. He sounded Spanish, and usually, that accent alone carried a lot of charm, of which he had nada. “I could recommend a few non-fiction selections. I think you can use a few on manners and common human decency.” You son-of-a-bitch, I added under my breath.

He sighed and then mumbled something to himself in Spanish. Slowly, he turned toward me, and as he did, I wondered if he wasn’t there to read about a murder and was there to commit one. Why else would a man like him be in a bookstore? I was one of the few stores still open, and I was a lone female in a store with noise-canceling windows and doors and thick, green carpet, which could soon be stained with my blood. 

The thought made my anger disappear and said blood, curdle in fear. I weighed my options. The police station was five minutes away. However, if I couldn’t get to them or a phone, they may as well have been a million miles away. This man made the hairs on the back of my neck tremble. I backed up, inching my way toward the door, ready to bolt if need be. “You will have to come back tomorrow. Our hours are from ten to six.”

He raised his head and glared at me, and in the process of stepping back; I almost lost my footing when I got a good look at his face, or what I could see beneath the hoodie. His eyes penetrated my soul, and I knew I’d see them in my dreams that night if I was alive to dream. The intense green color jumped out at me. They were so bright; they looked lime-green and more vampiric than human. They were large and fringed with thick dark lashes. He had a straight nose, and the rest of his face was covered by the hood and a thick, black beard. He looked like a beautiful hoodlum. 

“Where’s Maeve?” he sneered, as if my mere presence was an affront to his soul.

“She’s not here today. I’m Cider. Can I help you with anything?”

He looked me up and down. “When I come to the counter, you’ll know I’m done.”

He turned back to the books and left me there gaping at his broad back. How could anyone be so rude? And then a possible reason slapped me in my brown face. Was this beautiful man a racist son-of-a-bitch? Would he have respected Maeve because she was white and slim, and a local and the list could go on as to why he could hate me on sight? Was it because I was overweight, which was usually enough to warrant disrespect for too many people? Was it because he’d seen fear in my eyes and the way I backed away from him? He probably went through life thinking he could get away with anything because of his size, and I would’ve bent to his will if I hadn’t recently developed a backbone and a taste for whipping bullies. My newfound courage didn’t allow me to slink off back behind the counter to watch the minutes tick by while he browsed as if he had all the time in the world.

I walked closer, reached up, and tapped him on the shoulder. “You need to leave, now,” I stated firmly.

He turned to face me. “Maeve stays late whenever I come in after-hours. I don’t like people.”

I was taken aback by his bluntness. “I’m sorry; I’m not going to help you be a shitty human being.”

He folded his arms across his broad chest and then those lime-green eyes looked me up and down. “Do you have anything better to do?”

I took a step back. Oh no, he didn’t! I boldly scrutinized him. There wasn’t anything about him that said he had money or was someone I should try to please. The words he brought to mind were homeless, hoodlum, horse’s ass, and yes, handsome, however, that wasn’t a good thing. The fact that he was so good-looking, no-drop-dead gorgeous, made me angrier. I was used to beautiful men who were monsters beneath all that pretty. I wasn’t impressed, and I wouldn’t be intimidated.

“Maeve will be here tomorrow so you can come in as late as you want. I have better things to do with my evening.”

“The pizza place doesn’t close until ten on Mondays. I’ll pay for you delaying your nightly carb binge.”

He smiled, and the bastard had perfect white teeth I wished I could rearrange. Normally, I hated violence, but I wanted to punch him in the face. I walked closer to him even though my legs trembled because I’d made a promise to myself that I would never cower before a man ever again.

I regretted that I’d worn ballet flats so I could be comfortable at work. I’d worn a black pencil skirt and a white button-down shirt and with my horned-rimmed glasses and hair in a bun, I looked every bit like a librarian, which was the look I’d gone for until I felt more comfortable with my new employers and could show more of my colorful personality. I was five-five, and he had to be a full foot taller. He scared the hell out of me but I wasn’t backing down, not even when he shocked my nostrils with some exotic scent I hadn’t expected.

“Take your money and shove it! Now get out before I call the police.” I glared at him, brown eyes locked on green. 

His eyes held mine, his gaze searching, penetrating, and widening when he latched onto something. His expression softened a little.

“Who hit you?”

His voice was so low that his query slipped through the cracks in the walls I’d built before I could protect myself from his soft probe. My emotions were all over the place and his question smacked me in the face. My heart stopped, and I stared at him in confusion because I knew I’d done an excellent job hiding the darkness of my past lingering under my eyes. “What?”

“Who hit you?”

I searched his face. Why would he ask me that? How dare he pretend to know me? He’d treated me like a piece of shit from the moment he’d walked in and the switch to kindness was jarring and creepy. This man was a weirdo and clearly unstable and dangerous.

He reached out to touch my face, and I jerked away from him, tripped over my haste and fear, and fell flat on my backside. He advanced toward me, and I lifted my right leg and aimed for his crotch. He caught my foot and pushed it up against my chest. He leaned over me, and as I stared into his eyes, they changed from green to brown and from curious to furious. The beard disappeared, replaced by a strong clenched jaw and a fully visible snarl. His skin and my world darkened, and I found myself looking up at the man who’d once been my life. I stared at him, my eyes wide with fear, and then screamed at the top of my lungs. My cry for help was cut short when one big hand clamped down over my mouth.

“I’m not trying to hurt you, you crazy bitch! Keep your mouth shut so I can leave!” His eyes bored into mine.

I blinked and they changed back to green. The bushy beard returned and the voice changed from smooth to deep and rough.  

“Are you going to behave?” he asked.

I nodded, and cautiously, he removed his hand from my mouth. I stayed where I was because any sudden movement or sound, and he could crush my skull before anyone could get to me. He straightened and then walked away from me. I listened for the sound of the door opening and closing but the buzz of fear in my ears was too loud. I counted to ten and then wobbled to my feet and almost fell on my face as I rushed to the door and locked it. My hands were trembling so badly, that it took three attempts before I managed to slide the bolt to the right. I had to crawl on my hands and knees behind the counter where I pulled out the chair and slid into the half-circle. I pulled the chair against the opening and then rested my head on the cool pressed wood and burst into tears. He had triggered something in me, something I’d believed I’d buried so deep no one could find it and he’d reached in with one big hand and ripped the wound open again. The fact that a stranger had morphed into my ex-husband when I thought I was in danger showed how much James still affected me. It seemed no matter where I went, I couldn’t get far enough away from him.

I couldn’t afford the luxury of a good cry or to analyze what had happened because the clock was ticking and I still needed to get safely home. I wiped my eyes and then scrambled out of my hiding place. Thankfully, I’d tallied up while I’d waited to get off and entered the final figures into the POS program, shut down the computer, set my float for the next day, and put the rest of the money in the office safe. I went around the store and made sure everything was in pristine condition before turning off the air, soft ambient music, and lights. On the floor of the aisle where we’d tussled, I bent and picked up a cross. Small enough to fit in the palm of my hand, it was black with nails sticking out all around. It had to belong to him because it hadn’t been there when I’d made my rounds earlier. I threw it in the lost and found box we kept behind the counter and then grabbed my bag and quickly headed out the door.

I almost had a heart attack when I spun around after locking the door and saw another tall, hulking figure standing in the parking lot. Was it the same man who’d come into the store? I couldn’t see clearly in the dark, but he didn’t seem to be wearing a hoodie. He didn’t move, just stood there staring in my direction. I looked around. There was no one in sight. I fished my car keys out of my bag and use the fob to unlock my little black car, which thankfully, was parked right in front of the store. If I could get to it before he could get to me, I would be good.

I said a quick prayer and then made a mad dash for my car. I yanked the left door open and then remembered the wheel was on the right side of the car. I was too afraid to go around, so I jumped in the passenger seat, locked the doors, and then hiked up my skirt, and crawled over to the driver’s seat, which was no small feat for a big girl.

My hand shook as I tried to get the key in the ignition and I had to grab my right wrist with my left hand to keep it from flopping around like a fish on dry land. I finally managed the simple task and put my car in reverse. I looked back as I pulled out of the space. The figure was still there, in the exact same spot, watching me.

Then it hit me. The figure wasn’t a man; it was nothing more than a scarecrow, although it’d done its job and scared the shit out of me! I rested my head on the wheel and burst out laughing. How could I have forgotten that there were straw dummies or guys as the locals called them, all over town in preparation for the November 5th Guy Fawkes celebrations? 

All of the dummies would be burned on a large bonfire in the center of town to commemorate the failed 1605 gunpowder plot arranged by a group of Roman Catholic activists led by a man named Guy Fawkes to assassinate King James 1 and blow up the palace of Westminster during the opening of parliament. The tradition had started with edifies of poor Guy and over the years, people had started making all kinds of dummies, and as was human nature, a contest to judge the best and most lifelike was held before the massacre. The people of Isle of Mercy in the British Isles took all their celebrations very seriously, which was why I’d been warned not to venture out on Halloween after dark unless I was up for some serious anarchy. 

I got out of my car and walked over to the hulking figure, and sure enough, he was nothing but a big straw doll. I shook my head at my stupidity, got back in my car, and headed home.

One of the many things I loved about Mercy was not getting stuck in traffic. I was able to call my babysitter and tell her I’d be home in fifteen minutes and then enjoy the ride. The island of Mercy was surrounded by mountains on one side and the ocean on the other. The town had been around for two hundred years and still had its rustic old-world charm including a town square with cobbled streets. With the riot of red and oranges in the middle of autumn, the town looked like something out of a fairytale, one that’d sucked me in right from the beginning. It was a cookie that’d brought me to Mercy, and it was its natural beauty and sense of peace that had made me stay.

I rounded a pretty steep curve in the road, and as I came around the other side, a dark figure stepped out in front of my car. I slammed on the brakes, but I couldn’t slow down fast enough to avoid hitting him. I heard the sickening thump he made against my hood. He fell to the road and as my car grind to a stop; I lurched forward and hit my head against the steering wheel.

I don’t know how long it took for me to stagger out of the car. I had to lean against it and slide around to the back. Whoever I’d hit lay behind my car and I could see from the lights that he wore dark jeans and a black sweatshirt. I approached him slowly. My God, had I killed him? What would happen to my son if I had to go to jail? That thought filled me with so much fear that my knees caved in and I sank to the asphalt beside my victim.

“Dear, God, please let him be alive!” I cried. My eyes flew open when I heard him groan. He was alive! With tears running down my face, I scrambled back to my car, grabbed my cell phone, and called for an ambulance. I rushed back over to the man, and this time, I looked more closely at his face. My heart stopped. The man lying on the ground who I’d hit was my last-minute rude customer with the amazing green eyes.
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Chapter 2
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Cider

“I remember white loose-leaf papers flying everywhere.” They’d fallen from the sky like dead doves after I’d plowed into the man and sent the packages he’d been carrying into the air. I now sat on a hard metal chair the color of baby poop in the hospital’s waiting area trying to recall everything that’d happened while two police officers pinned me down with their suspicious glares and everyone else in the small area stared at me with varying degrees of disbelief and curiosity. My head was pounding from stress.

We’d made quite a scene when the ambulance had pulled up in front of the hospital, which looked so much like the old Victorian mansion in the novel I was reading. The mansion had once belonged to a wealthy family, the Blackwoods, who’d converted it into a hospital in the early 1900s. 

They hadn’t ripped out the interior, and instead, had fitted the hospital into the house. The waiting area had probably once been a parlor, and had beautiful creaky wood floors and a huge fireplace which I’m sure was a welcomed feature during the cold winter months. The big reception desk in the right corner of the room and the wall of shelves behind it seemed to be from the same era as the house. All the period details made the ugly plastic chairs stand out more, though, at that moment, I stood out more than anything.

I’d passed the sobriety test and I hadn’t been speeding, although, I should’ve slowed down to a crawl going around that curve, or better yet, I should’ve taken my normal route home which was on the back street to take full advantage of the view. I’d decided to cut across town because I was late and hadn’t remembered the steep curve until it’d been too late. Since there was no history between me and Zaiden, and there was no motive for me to hurt him, their only conclusion was that the new girl on the island wasn’t used to the roads and had plowed into someone.

Zaiden Luca Sano. That was the name of the man who would now haunt my dreams for reasons other than his hypnotic eyes.

The younger man, Officer Johnston, who looked to be in his fifties with piercing gray eyes and slicked-back hair that he probably spent too much time gelling down every morning, licked his fingers and then flipped through his notebook. His partner, Sergeant Rigby, looked as if he should’ve retired ten years earlier. His weather-beaten skin reminded me of soft, well-worn leather and his frown deepened the groves around his thin mouth. He had thick white hair and sharp blue eyes, and I could see that, a hundred years earlier, he’d been quite a handsome man.

Officer Johnston cleared his throat. “Now, according to Harlan Horton at the petrol station, Mr. Sano went across the street to Odessa’s Office Supplies while he filled his tank and changed the oil in his truck. He was walking back across the street when you hit him. Mr. Horton didn’t witness the accident because he’d gone inside to tend to some business and arrived on the scene just before the paramedics.”

I nodded. “Yes, he picked up Mr. Sano’s things and said he would place them in his truck.”

“You didn’t see the signs warning you to slow down because of the steep curve ahead?” Officer Rigby asked. “If you were crawling like the signs instructed you to, you would not have hit him.

“She should’ve killed the wanker!” 

I stared at the elderly woman sitting across from me who’d yelled out. Her pale skin was mottled with red rage.

“Stop it, Beatrice!” Officer Rigby yelled.

“Stop questioning the poor child, Rigby, you know damn well you can barely see those pitiful signs at night.” 

A woman in a nurse’s uniform who looked far too old to be a nurse sat beside me and pushed a cup of coffee into my hand. She had bleached-blonde hair, heavy make-up, and big orange jack-o’-lantern earrings. Her blue eyes were kind, and she offered a smile. I took a sip of coffee. It tasted like dishwater but her kind gesture made up for it.

“I’m Janice. I used to be a nurse here a hundred years ago and became the receptionist after I retired. This old knucklehead is my brother, and he knows how dangerous that curve is and how many fatal accidents we’ve had there over the years. I keep telling them they need to cut it down. Zaiden’s wife died on that very spot five and a half years ago. I guess they’re waiting for someone else to die to listen to me.”

I choked on the coffee and started a fit of coughing so intense it made my eyes water. Janice slapped my back and asked if I was all right. I nodded. I wouldn’t have been able to speak even if my throat wasn’t on fire. Had she said Zaiden’s wife had died at the same spot I’d almost killed him? He’d had a wife. Was losing her the reason he’d become such a crass individual? Now I felt even worse about hitting him. I wanted to ask questions, but thought it best if I kept my mouth shut.

“I will speak with the road works commissioner first thing tomorrow,” Rigby promised Janice. “Though you know cutting into that rock would be an expensive undertaking.”

“How can you put a price on human lives?” Janice asked.

“You can’t, a man two seats down from me answered.

“We need to stop pretending that spot isn’t dangerous. There’s a reason it’s called Dead Man’s Curve,” someone else yelled.

A heated argument soon erupted about the road which had been a cause of concern for years it seemed. I was happy to get the focus off of me, and if I could get someone to actually do something to make the road safer, the situation would be less harrowing. I jumped up when Dr. Smith walked into the room. I tried to read his face as he walked over to me but he was stoic. 

“How is he?” I asked. Will I be charged with murder? I added to myself.

Rigby and Johnston stood on either side of me ready to slap on handcuffs.

“He’s going to be fine. His right leg is broken so he will need surgery to repair the damage. He has a few badly bruised ribs and a mild concussion from when he hit his head. He’ll need to stay here for about a week before he can go home.”

“Good, we’ll come by in a few days to get his statement,” Rigby said.

I didn’t realize how tense I’d been until my knees buckled and I sank to the ugly chair, buried my face behind my hands, and burst into tears. I hadn’t killed him, he was damaged, but he was alive. My body flooded with relief and as the adrenaline of fear seeped out of my body, I felt bone-tired and overwhelmed. I couldn’t stop shaking or crying. 

Janice rubbed my back. “It’s going to be all right, sweetie.”

***
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AFTER I’D CALMED DOWN enough so Janice would let me drive, I took the long road home, which seemed even longer because I kept both hands on the wheel and my eyes glued to the road as I carefully inched along. When I pulled up in front of my little one-bedroom cottage, I realized how pissed my babysitter, Rachel, must’ve been with me. I got out and locked my car and noticed that Rachel’s red sports car wasn’t in the driveway. I hurried to my front door and inserted the key into the lock. The lamp in the living room was on and Mrs. Bumble, my landlady, sat in the armchair next to it with her glasses halfway down her nose and an opened book in her lap. Her eyes popped open, and she blinked myopically and then focused on me.

She yawned and stretched. “Hello, dear, you look exhausted. I’m sorry; I know Zaiden can be a lot to deal with. Did he buy a lot of books?”

I shook my head to clear her questions because I needed to ask one of my own. “Where’s Rachel?”

Mrs. Bumble sat up and closed her book. “She had a party tonight. There are lots of them this close to Halloween. She asked me to stay with Titan.”

“But what about Mr. Bumble?”

She waved away my question. “He’s asleep. They’re both asleep and he’s two steps away if I needed to check on him. If I wasn’t so old, I would gladly take care of the little one for you.” She sighed. “I don’t have the energy to deal with the young ones anymore.”

I dumped my bag on the table by the door. “You shouldn’t have to. You have your hands full taking care of your husband and running two businesses.”

“Well, technically, you and Maeve are running the bookstore, and I have a manager and housekeeper to take care of my home and the rental properties. All I have to do is give Mr. Bumble his meals and medicine on time; help him to the bathroom, and watch Midsomer Murders with him. After he goes to bed, I’m free to read my book, and it’s fine if I do it fifty steps from my house.”

I’d booked one of the Bumble’s Air B&Bs before coming to the island, and it’d taken one day for me to decide that I’d wanted to stay. Mrs. Bumble had offered me the rental cottage and a job because Maeve was about to go on maternity leave and would only be working part-time after she had her baby. She’d offered me a place to stay and a job when she didn’t know me, so when she’d asked about my personal life, I’d told her everything. I’d need someone on the island in my corner, and when she’d taken me in her arms and promised me that everything would be all right, I’d known she was that person. I didn’t have anyone in my life besides Titan, and I was hungry to make new connections.

I sat on the small sofa across from her. “You won’t believe what happened to me tonight.”

She chuckled. “Was Zaiden that bad?”

“So he comes in after-hours a lot?”

“He comes into town once a month to stock up on supplies and he always stops in the bookstore. With the end of this month being Halloween, he comes in a few days early. He’s a very shy and eccentric man who doesn’t like being around other people, so we accommodate him.”

“So why didn’t I know he was coming in today?”

“I guess Maeve forgot to tell you, pregnancy brain and all.”

She stared at me when I burst out laughing. “What’s so funny, dear?”

“I hit him with my car going around Dead Man’s Curve.”

The color drained from her face. “That’s not funny, dear.”

I stopped laughing and reined in my emotions. “No, it’s not.” I rubbed my face. “I’m sorry, I’m just overwhelmed. He came into the store at closing time, and as you said, he’s very ... eccentric, and then I was hurrying home and driving too fast around the curve and he was walking from the office supply place across the street to the gas station and I didn’t see him. I swear I didn’t see him.” Tears slid down my cheeks.

Mrs. Bumble left the armchair and sat beside me. “You poor dear, that curve is very dangerous. Is Zaiden all right?”

I wiped my face. “He has a broken leg that needs surgery to repair, a mild concussion, and a few bruised ribs. He’s going to be in the hospital for a week.”

She sighed. “Thank the good Lord.”

“Someone said his wife died at that same spot?”

Mrs. Bumble nodded. “Three people died that fateful night and one is in a wheelchair for the rest of her life.”

“My God, what happened?”

“Zaiden was married to Elsie Crane, a local girl who everyone loved. Elsie was the school counselor and psychologist for Blackwood College. She’d taught English in Spain for a few years while working on her psychology degree. Then, about eight years ago, she returned home with Zaiden who bought the big house on the outskirts of town from the Blackwoods and moved her out there. She would come into town every day for work and after work would run errands for Zaiden before she headed home, as he rarely came into town. She was running errands one night and got into an accident right at Dead Man’s Curve. It was a three-car pileup caused by a young boy named Gideon Grey, who was drunk out of his mind and crashed into Elsie. His girlfriend, Leonora, was paralyzed from the waist down, and Elsie, who was pregnant at the time, and an older woman and her young daughter died. Gideon received seven years for vehicular homicide and everyone else has had to pick up the pieces of their lives and move on, including Zaiden, who some blame for Elsie’s death because she shouldn’t have been running errands for him, especially not in her condition.”

My body folded in on itself and I felt horrible. “I took him back to that place.”

Mrs. Bumble took my hand. “It was an accident.”

“That doesn’t make it any easier.”

“No, I suppose it doesn’t. Zaiden has a broken leg, you say? He will need help until he’s on his feet again.”

I stared at her in horror as her meaning sank in.

“He doesn’t have anyone, so you will have to help him.”

“What if he doesn’t want my help? I’m sure he hates me.”

“He won’t have a choice. He won’t be able to do things on his own. No one else in this town will do for him except me, and I’m not able.”

“I’m sure he can hire someone.”

Her kind eyes turned angry. “Cider Rae, I refuse to believe you’re the type of woman who would hit a man and then leave him to fend for himself.”

I groaned. “I’m not, but he scares me.”

She patted my hand and smiled. “You just need to get to
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