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  Dedication

 

 

My forever thanks and devotion to my father, Abraham Yoskowitz Carter, who opened up a world of far-off places and wild adventures when he taught me to read when I was only three years old. I’ll always love and remember you.

 

 

 

 




  CHAPTER ONE

 

 

            “Eat the ginger snaps and drink the milk on your night table. I left you a sandwich for lunch in the fridge, Daddy. Don’t forget to eat it. I’ll make you dinner when I get home from work. Be good,” I shouted to the master bedroom as I rushed toward the front door.

            I took the large plastic container of freshly baked cookies off the hall table, dropped my cellphone into my shoulder bag and left the house. Once on the wooden porch I double locked the door, and then to be sure my father couldn’t leave the house, I slipped the dead bolt through the metal slot.

            My drive to Charlie’s Diner would take me at least ten minutes longer than it normally did thanks to the miserable rain, but I knew I’d still be early in spite of it.

            Although shabby and small, it didn’t matter if it was raining, snowing, or sleeting outside; Charlie’s, neon-lit place at the far end of Main Street was busy from early morning until it closed at midnight. Merryville, a small town tucked into New York’s Catskill Mountains, was down from ten thousand residents to forty-three hundred. The long street lined with mature oak trees used to be filled with small boutiques, art galleries, quaint antique shops, plus a few small restaurants that had outdoor dining in good weather. Now thanks to the closure of Brady’s linen factory and the younger generation moving away to the cities leaving their aging parents and grandparents behind, most of the stores are vacant and Merryville is anything but merry.

            The overhead bell tinkled when I stepped inside the busy diner and shut the door.

            “Thought you’d be late,” Charlie called out from the wide opening that separated the kitchen and prep area from the long counter space in front of it.

            “It’s not even eight. I’m never late,” I threw back. “Haven’t been late once in all the years I’ve worked here, you nasty old man.”

            Most of the regulars chuckled like they did every morning when Charlie and I snipped with each other.

            Charlie walked out from the kitchen wiping his hands on the stained apron that covered his bulging belly. “See you brought the ginger snaps.”

            I set the large container on the counter. “Yup! And they’re going to cost you double for your big mouth, Mister.”

            Charlie laughed and his jowls jiggled like lose putty. “Fine. You don’t frighten me even if your red hair gets blazing red when you pick on me.”

            “Me, pick on you! That’s a hoot.”

            “Next time you break a plate or a glass,” he said, patting his belly. “I’ll dock you double for them.”

            I placed my hands on my hips and glared at him pretending to be angry. “Why you old bear. You know darn well that if it weren’t for the zing you get from eating my special ginger snaps, that curly-haired-blonde-lady would have nothing to do with you.”

            “Charlie, you ought to give Ginger a raise,” Ira the mailman shouted, slapping his hand on the counter. “Ginger, tell the old skinflint you won’t bake any more cookies unless he gives you more money.”

            Charlie pulled Ira’s coffee cup off the counter. “You ain’t getting a refill for stickin’ up for her.”

            Ira’s laughter turned into snorts and that got everyone seated in the diner laughing and banging their forks and knives on the tables. “More coffee! More coffee!” they chanted.

            “I give up,” Charlie said, placing Ira’s cup back on the counter. He looked around at his laughing customers. “Keep laughing folks; ’cause the last laugh’s gonna be on you. From now on, coffee and tea refills are gonna cost extra. No more freebees for any of you.”

            No one paid any mind to Charlie’s threat, because he was always threatening something or other.

            “You gonna stand there all day, Ginger, or are you gonna get to work?”

            “Yeah, yeah. Quit your barking,” I said, hanging my dripping wet raincoat on a wall hook, and then heading behind the counter. “Who wants a free coffee refill?”

            “I heard that!” Charlie shouted as he headed back to the kitchen.

            “How about some of those cookies?” asked one of the town’s volunteer firemen.

            “Ginger, add the cookies onto their bills,” Charlie hollered. “Nothing’s free any more. You want it, you pay for it.”

            Once again, the crowd hooted and laughed like they did on every one of the six days that I waitressed my eight-to-eight shift.

            Around ten A.M. Marty walked in for his daily hamburger and lite beer breakfast, and plunked his backside down on a torn, red vinyl stool at the far end of the counter. Marty Littleman was anything but little. He was a tall, movie star-handsome man in his mid-thirties. His broad shoulders, trim waist, and athletic built had every single and married woman in our small town falling at his feet. That is, every woman except me. My aloofness made the jerk more persistent with his flirting and advances.

            “What will it be?” I asked like I always asked, giving him the same bored look I always gave him.

            Marty’s eyes crinkled at the corners and he said softly trying to sound sexy, “A hamburger, almost raw, smothered in lightly browned onions, two slices of tomato, leave off the lettuce, and you know what I drink, beautiful.”

            “Charlie!” I shouted. “The usual Vampire special.”

            “Ginger?”

            I let out a loud sigh. “What?”

            “How about going out with me Saturday night? There’s a new movie at the Regal.”

            “No, thank you.” I reached into the refrigerator for his beer, clicked off the cap, then plunked the bottle and a glass down on the counter.

            “Why not?”

            “Give it up, Marty. I’m not interested.” I walked to the other end of the counter and refilled Maggie Prescott’s empty coffee cup.

            “Why won’t you go out with him?” the old woman asked, twirling a gray ringlet around her gnarled finger. She leaned closer and whispered. “He’s very good looking.”

            I whispered back, “He’s too good looking for me.”

            “Nonsense. With your beautiful red hair and your unusual green eyes, you’re perfect for him, my dear. And.…” She glanced at the two people sitting on either side of her, then lowered her voice to a whisper. “I heard he’s a real good kisser, Ginger.”

            “Nah,” I whispered back. “I heard they’re wet and sloppy and stink from onions,” I told the old matchmaker. “Nope! He’s definitely not for me.”

            “Order up!” Charlie bellowed, placing the hamburger special on the kitchen’s divider. I got it and set it in front of Marty. “Here you go. Enjoy it.”

            Marty grabbed my wrist in a vice-like grip before I let go of the plate. “I’m a nice guy. Go out with me.”

            My other hand picked up the fork that was lying next to the plate, and then held it dagger-like an inch over his hand. “Let go or…”

            His fingers quickly spread open. I pulled my hand away and dropped the fork on the counter.

            “Ginger, why won’t you go out with me? We’ll have a good time. You won’t be sorry.”

            But you might be. I smiled and walked away.

 

 

 

 




  CHAPTER TWO

 

 

            My good friend Harriet walked in just as Marty was leaving without holding the door open for her. I could still see the remnants of the purple bruise under her right eye, even though she tried to camouflage it with heavy makeup.

            “What a jerk he is,” Harriet said when she reached the counter.

            I didn’t mention her husband again, or the bruises she got from running into doors at least once a month. She never listened to me. “Got your yogurt and berries ready, and I added it to your tab,” I said, setting a small bag on the counter.

            “Wait! No more tabs!” Charlie shouted from the kitchen.

            Harriet sighed. “Really, Charlie?”

            “Not again,” I groaned. “Charlie, we go through this every day.”

            “We sure do,” Selma, one of our regular breakfast customers called out from a window booth where she was sitting with Molly, her best friend of sixty years.

            “We can’t keep givin’ people credit. No one else does that in town,” Charlie snapped. “Just me ’cause this pain-in-my-butt, Ginger started doin’ it.”

            “You call this a town?” Peter, who owned the struggling-to-stay-open dry-cleaning store down the street, called out from one of the side tables.

            “That’s why your place is always crowed and the other places are empty,” Molly, the lady who always wore blue outfits, said in a frail and squeaky voice. “We pay you when we get our Social Security checks. That’s the way we’ve been doing it for years.”

            I smiled as I peered from one person to another. Those folks always made me feel like I was part of a large family. It was something I had yearned for as a kid who had an abusive, drunken mother and a traveling salesman father who was rarely home.

            “That’s right,” Stan, an eighty-year-old, said from another booth, where he and his three equally old male friends had their breakfast every Saturday before fishing in the small lake where local kids swam in the hot summers. “If you’re gonna cut out our tabs, we’ll go to Bucks down the road. He’ll be happy to have our business.”

            “Yeah, and his pancakes are better than yours,” Pete, Stan’s pal piped in. And he puts strawberries or blueberries on them if they’re in season at no charge.”

            Charlie strode out from the kitchen, rounded the counter, and didn’t stop walking until he was standing in the middle of the diner and real close to me.

            My smile widened. I knew there’d be the same old bitching about the same old tab-credit line, to the same old six customers, but the man surprised me. This time Charlie’s complaints weren’t directed to them.

            “It’s your fault,” he said, glaring at me. “If they don’t pay up at the end of the month, I’m taking it out of your wages. You hear me, Ginger? I mean it this time.”

            “Did you forget I work for tips?” I said, staring back at him. “If it wasn’t for the generous tips I get from these kind people, I’d starve to death, Mr. Scrooge.”

            The anger building in Charlie seemed different this time—a lot different. His face flushed red, and his hands lowered to his sides and balled into tight fists. It looked bad—really bad—like a volcano that was about to erupt.

            “I hate this diner!” he exploded, throwing his hands up into the air, and then bending in close to me. I backed up a couple of steps. Charlie’s brown eyes bore into mine. Chills ran up and down my arms. He lowered his arms, and then pointed a finger that almost touched my nose. “Want to buy it Ginger? I’ll sell it to you real cheap and take off for Reno like I’ve been wantin’ to do for years.”

            “Huh?” My eyes widened. I backed up a few more steps. “Are you kidding? Buy this diner? I’m broke. Dead broke. Did you forget I’m supporting my father and paying all of his medical bills?”

            “I’ll put it on a tab. You know what a tab is. We’ll discuss the price. You can pay me out over two years, and I’ll throw in the upstairs apartment and furniture at no additional cost.”

            My jaw dropped. For once the old crank left me speechless. I looked around at the hushed diners as the strong smell of bacon and greasy French-fried potatoes wafted in from the kitchen. Does he mean it? Does he really want out of the diner? The upstairs apartment? It could be rented. My mind was spinning.

            “I’ll lend you what I can,” Harriet said, breaking into my muddled thoughts. “The beauty parlor is kind of slow for the next couple of months, but I—”

            “Do it, Ginger,” Riccardo, the dishwasher and prep guy called out through the kitchen divider.

            “Hold on, Ginger,” Raymond shouted from the last booth by the front door. “I may be a retired lawyer, but I can still write a tight contract. Let me handle this for you.”

            The corner of my bottom lip started to twitch. Did I want to own this diner and have the responsibility of paying the bills, ordering the food, and working even more hours to keep the place running? Riccardo? The man was a convicted felon who had spent ten years in jail. Did I want to work with him? Be alone with him late at night? And more importantly; was the diner making money or was it in debt? I knew zero about how to run a diner, or any business, for that matter.

            Everyone in the diner waited silently for my answer while I stared at him. Most of the time I joked around with Charlie, but sometimes I wanted to smack the living daylights out of him after I had put in a grueling day of back-breaking waitressing.

            Ginger, what have you got to lose? I asked myself. You’re already sinking in debt and you’re two months behind on the house’s mortgage payment. There’s an apartment above the diner. If you lose the house—

            “Well, Ginger? Do we have a deal?”

            I looked at Charlie for a few moments more, and then nodded just once. “Raymond,” I said, turning to the old lawyer who had been my father’s good friend for years. “I can’t pay you much, but I’d really appreciate your handling this deal for me.”

            Loud, deafening cheers broke out from the diners as those words were leaving my mouth.

            “Happy to help you, Ginger.”

            Everyone shouted out congratulations and good lucks. I waved to all of them and smiled, but my smile was forced. I was scared. More scared than the times I hid on the floor in my dark bedroom closet.

 

 

 

 




  CHAPTER THREE

 

 

            I was bringing Doug, the chief of police, the change from his bill as he was slipping out of the booth.

            “Keep the change, Ginger,” he said, quickly putting on his rain slicker. “I just got an emergency call. Have to go.”

            I watched him rush out of the dinner, pocketed the two singles and change I was holding, and then I headed to the kitchen. “What can I take home tonight?” I asked Charlie like I asked every night when I was ready to leave for home.

            Charlie turned to me. “At least I won’t have to give you leftovers anymore that cost me money.”

            I saw Riccardo silently glancing at me from the sink where he was washing a black frying pan.

            “Yeah, you’re right Charlie,” I said, turning away from Riccardo. “You won’t have to give me anymore stuff that you’d have to throw in the garbage because they’re three or four days old and would probably poison one of your customers.”

            Charlie smirked. “Take the tuna salad and some bread. You can buy your own milk at the gas station.”

            I didn’t answer him. I scooped what was left of tuna salad into a small, round plastic container, took four slices of whole wheat bread, and put both items in a paper bag. After grabbing my handbag from beneath the counter, and swinging it over my shoulder I headed to the front door. A moment after I had my raincoat on, Gracie, the late-shift waitress, entered giving me her “Is he nasty again look?” I nodded and walked out into the slashing rain.

            My short walk to the side parking area left me dripping wet. I climbed into the car, strapped myself in, turned the key in the ignition, and mumbled a prayer as I pressed my right foot down on the gas pedal. The motor purred. I breathed a sigh of relief. I couldn’t afford to sink another dime into the fifteen-year-old Chevy. And, at the rate my life was going, I had no clue when I’d be able to buy a younger used car, especially after agreeing to buy the diner.

            I was backing out of the parking spot when I suddenly braked to a stop. Did I really agree to buy the diner and work more hours? Yeah, I sure did, I thought. And dad? What am I going to do about him?

# # #

            The rain had let up a bit when I arrived at home and parked on the gravel driveway. I drew in a deep breath before opening the door, then lowered my head to rest on the steering wheel. I did the same thing six nights a week. My feet always killed me. My back always ached, and every single evening I dreaded going into the house to find overturned furniture, food smears on the kitchen table, even piss on the floor.

            “There’s nothing I can do about it,” I mumbled, lifting my head and staring through the wet windshield. Doctors don’t commit people with Alzheimer’s to a facility, especially if they have family who can care for them at home. Home? That was a real laugh. The deed to the house is in his name and he wouldn’t put me on it. How can I pay for a nursing home if I can’t sell the damn house? I’m stuck with him, and I’m stuck with the crumbling house. I wiped the tears streaming down my cheeks off with the back of my hand, and then grabbed the dinner bag, my shoulder bag, and went in to who knew what awaited me.

            “Dad!” I shouted, after I entered, shut, and locked the front door. “I’m home. I have our dinner.” There was no reply. I took off my raincoat and then walked to the kitchen and flicked on the light switch. “No mess. Hmmm. That’s good.” When I opened the refrigerator to take out the bottle of milk, I saw the lunch sandwich that I’d left still on the shelf. “What the…”

            I shook my head, then walked to the master bedroom to see what he’d been up to and if he was all right. The moment I turned on the overhead light I froze. The rumpled bed was empty, the bedroom window was smashed, and a wooden chair and cushion lay on the floor within a large rain puddle.

 

 

 

 




  CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

            My heart raced as I walked to the window carefully stepping over the broken shards of glass. I looked out into the dark back yard and didn’t see him. I started to pant from the panic that gripped me. Where was he? What was he doing?

            I quickly headed back to the kitchen and took a flashlight out of a drawer, then headed to the hall for my raincoat. I let myself out of the house and left the door wide open in case he was around and wanted to come back inside. After turning the flashlight on, I slowly made my way around the house sweeping the beam in every direction, hoping I would find him huddled beneath a tree.

            Our backyard hadn’t been maintained in years and had little grass in it, so the constant spring rain had turned the soil into thick mud. My feet sank into the muck as I slowly made my way around the house to the broken window in the rear yard. There were footprints there-my father’s footprints for sure. I followed those deep footprints across our yard to our rotting fence. His footprints reached the fence, then continued through a space where the boards were missing and into our neighbor’s back yard.

            I followed his footprints halfway across that yard, then quickly clicked off the flashlight when I spotted two empty cop cars parked on my neighbor’s driveway. What the hell was going on over there? Did my father’s footprints have anything to do with the police presence? My chest tightened. I drew in a deep breath and stood where I was.

            What should I do? I bit my bottom lip. Looked around my neighbor’s dark yard. Scanned beneath the trees. Listened for soft sounds. Any sounds that might be my father. Without turning the flashlight back on, I made my way back across my neighbor’s and my yard, carefully smudging and destroying all the footprints we’d made in the mud. Once inside my house, I took off my shoes and washed them in the kitchen sink.

            There was nothing I could do about the broken window other than clean the glass up from the floor and set the chair on its legs while keeping the bedroom light off. Confused. Worried sick. Stressed to the limit, I put my shoes back on so I could drive around town and search for my father, hoping he hadn’t killed someone like he said he’d done one night to protect me.

 

 

 

 




  CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

            Where the hell was he? Driving at a turtle’s pace to find my father, I scoured the area, shining my powerful flashlight into any dark shadows beside the road that might conceal him. At the high school I circled the parking lot calling his name while rain poured through the partially open window. I parked by the athletic field and ran behind the open-style bleachers, shining my light and yelling for him.

            With my heart racing and my clothes dripping, I crisscrossed the downtown streets and alleys. I checked the back doors of vacant stores to see if they were locked. One had been jimmied. Fear made my breathing ragged as I pushed it open and squeaked out his name. A large disgusting rat ran through the bright beam. My knees wobbled but held.

            I shakily drove through the steady rain to the four vacant houses on Barker Street. By the time I squished around them, satisfied myself that their doors and windows were unbreeched and my father wasn’t inside, I was physically and emotionally spent. Three o’clock in the morning. Nothing left to do but go home and pray he had returned.

            When I turned the corner onto my street, there were two patrol cars with red and blue flashing lights parked in front of my house. As my car drew near, I saw Doug standing on my porch in front of the open door, his right hand grasping the gun that was holstered on his right hip.

            I jumped out of the car and dashed through the pouring rain. “My father?” I gasped when I reached him. “Has something happened—”

            “He’s not here. Nobody’s inside. We saw your window was smashed and came around to the front. The door was wide open. We entered and searched.”

            “I don’t understand,” I said, wiping the salty rain away from my stinging eyes. “What’s going on? Why were you in my back yard?”

            “Part of our investigation.” He put his hand on my shoulder with sadness visible on his face. “The Kerstens were murdered.”

            “Murdered?” I repeated, stepping back.

            Doug gulped. “Their daughter, Emily found them this morning. I don’t think she’ll ever be able to forget what she saw. I know I won’t. In all the years that I’ve been on the force, I’ve never seen anything as bad. Even the medical examiner couldn’t find words.”

            “Was it a robbery?”

            “No. Just the kitchen was…” He paused to catch his breath. “Whoever did this has to be deranged. He even chopped into the table, chairs, and some of the cabinets.”

            I stood there too shocked to utter a word.

            “The sweet couple were eating dinner. Ginger, they didn’t know what hit them.” Tears sprang into Doug’s eyes. He quickly brushed them away with his fisted hand.

            “What do you mean chopped?”

            “The killer used an axe.”

            “An axe,” I gasped. “And Emily… Emily found them. Oh, my God! Oh, my God. How horrible.”

            “Ginger, where’s your father?”

            “I don’t know where he is. He broke the window and climbed out. I was searching for him for hours. I left the door open in case he came home.”

            He grabbed my upper arm and squeezed it. “Never leave your door unlocked, girl, and never ever standing open.”

            An officer rounded the corner from my back yard. “Chief?”

            The dripping-wet cop was James Geller. We went to the same schools and were in many of the same classes. James’s wife had died a little more than a year ago and left him with two children. He rarely came to the diner, but when he did, he always left a generous tip.

            Doug released my arm and turned to him. “Find anything?”

            “It’s too dark back there. Want me to set up the lights?”

            “No. I called the county. They’re sending a CSI team over in the morning to help us.”

            Doug looked at me. “Ginger, you need to go and stay with a friend until we’re sure the area is safe.”

            “I’m not leaving. My father may wander home, and I need to be here.”

            Doug sighed. “James, I need you to stake out this house until I relieve you, and call me the minute the CSI team shows up. Oh, and one last thing. Ginger’s old man might show up. Don’t shoot him.”

            “What about Steve?” James asked.

            “Tell him to stake out the Kerstens until he’s relieved.”

            “Will do. Ginger, if you need me just give me a shout, and I’ll come in and stay with you.”

            I nodded and wrapped my arms around my middle. “Thanks, James.”

            He smiled. “Stay safe. I’ll be watching your place. Bye.” He headed away.

            “You take care, too,” I called after him.

            He turned and waved.

            “Ginger, you’re welcome to stay with us,” Doug said.

            I shook my head.

            “I’ll have James call me if your old man shows up, so you don’t have to stay here.”

            “Thanks for the offer. I appreciate it, but I’m not leaving.”

            Doug released a heavy sigh. “That’s stupid, but I give up. You’re as stubborn as my wife. Lock the door. If you hear anything, call 911 immediately.”

            “Quit worrying. I’ll double lock the door.”

            He shook his head and muttered as he left.

            I watched him walk to his car, climb inside, and then drive away. For a few minutes I just stood there peering at the falling rain. I was wet through and through and cold. My teeth began to chatter. Where the hell are you, Dad? And, more important, did you kill that sweet old couple like you killed my mother? My body trembled. I raised my head, shut my eyes, and then whispered, “Dear God. Please… Please don’t let him be the one who murdered them.”

 

 

 

 




  CHAPTER SIX

 

 

            After entering the house, I did double lock the door. I didn’t mop up the puddle in the hallway or clean the muddy footprints on the floors from the police search. I walked to my bedroom and stripped off my wet clothes. I thought about taking a hot shower, but I was too tired. I just wanted to get into my nightie and climb under the warm quilt so I could drift off into oblivion.

            But oblivion didn’t come. Instead, I heard the same loud shouting I had heard on that night long ago. Voices… men’s voices. I couldn’t make out what they were arguing about, because the loudness echoed in my room and filled me with fear. Then the image that haunted me for years seeped into my mind and had my body trembling from my toes to my fingertips. My eyes opened. I stared up into the darkness to the ceiling I couldn’t see. I heard the rain slashing against my window like it had on that night. I saw my father standing in our back yard. He was dressed in a white cotton shirt and beige pants. He was dripping wet. I saw the motionless body wrapped in a flowered bedsheet lying on the muddy ground by his feet. I saw my father holding a long, wooden shovel in his hand, and then I saw him turn to me.

            “This is our secret,” he said. “You must never tell anyone about this. Do you understand?”

            I didn’t answer him.

            He let go of the shovel. I saw him walk those few steps to me, grasp my shoulders and shake me back and forth roughly. The image was so vivid, I could almost feel it.

            “Ginger, do you understand? This has to be kept a secret,” he warned in a deep, threatening voice. “You mustn’t tell anyone about tonight. Never, ever!”

            I nodded. I felt numb. I couldn’t even cry.

            “Good. Go inside while I take care of this.”

            I didn’t move. Couldn’t move even if I had tried. I didn’t feel real. I felt like I was a stone statue. The rain poured over me. I was dripping wet down to my skin and quaked from the cold, yet I stood there trembling like leaves on a windblown tree.

            My father shrugged, walked away, and then dug a long, deep hole.

            I watched without blinking and drew deep breaths into my tight, heaving chest. I saw him roll the body into that hole. I saw him shovel the wet, soggy dirt on top of it. And then I saw his feet stomp down on the mound a few times to flatten it level to the ground.

            A week later, I watched through my bedroom window as he planted a cherry blossom sapling over the grave. That was eighteen years ago, when I was twelve years old. The tree is full grown now and so am I, but the memory… the horror of that night… the image of my mother’s body being rolled into that grave feels like I’m standing in the yard watching it happen all over again. To make it even worse… Every time that tree is in bloom, it reminds me of the flowered sheet that was rolled beneath it.

 

 

 

 




  CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

            The sun was just rising when I searched the basement thoroughly, and then snuck into the shed in the back yard, looking for an axe. I didn’t find one. Did my father ever have one? I didn’t know. Was he capable of doing something like that to the old couple? I wasn’t sure what he was capable of doing based on what he’d done in the past. His condition had gotten worse over the last two years. He’d leave the house, wander around, and ultimately get lost. There were times he’d smash things on the floors or walls in the house without shouting or cursing, which always left me wondering why he’d done it. Other times he’d tell me that he’d seen and talked to someone called Ruth while I was at work. I had no idea who Ruth was. For all I knew, she could have been his mistress, someone he saw when he was away on those business trips. I bought him a cell phone. He smashed it. I put my cell phone number and my name on slips of paper and then put one of them in each of his pants pockets, so I could be contacted if someone found him wandering about.

            Before leaving the house, I called Ace Window Company. I gave them my credit card number and arranged to have them replace the glass in the bedroom window while I was out. I thought about locking the front door when I stepped outside and didn’t see a cop’s car, but I left it unlocked because my father might find his way home this time, and I didn’t want to deal with another smashed window. As far as anyone robbing us because the door was unlocked? Good luck to them if they could find anything valuable.

            When I reached the car, I turned back to the house and debated once more about locking the door. “Screw it,” I said aloud. I climbed into the car, clicked my seatbelt closed, then started the motor. “Where the hell are you?” I muttered, taking off.

            For hours I drove around the same areas, scanned the same streets, checked the locks and windows on the same vacant houses I had examined the night before. I called the hospital over in Clarkstown a dozen times, asking if they had an unidentified man in their facility. He was nowhere. Did he hitch a ride with a passing car or truck? If he did, he could be anywhere. Maybe he’d never come home. And then what?

            I pulled over to the gas station to fill my almost empty tank. When I was finished, I went inside to get a receipt because one wouldn’t come out at the pump.

            “Hi, Ginger,” Eddie, the owner, greeted me. “Need a receipt?”

            I nodded. “Eddie, by any chance did you see my father yesterday or this morning?”

            He handed me a receipt and shook his head.

            “If you see him around, please call me.”

            “Ginger, I think you need to get your father into one of those facilities.”

            I sighed. “It’s not that easy to do.”

            “You’ve been in here more than a dozen times in the last few weeks looking for him. How many Sundays have you spent searching for him instead of having a little fun on your day off?”

            “I know. It can’t be helped. If you see—”

            “All you got to do is have two doctors evaluate him and say he can’t think straight anymore. I know. My wife had to do it for her father. The judge will make you his guardian, and then you can do what you need to do to keep him safe.”

            “I’ll look into it. Thanks.” I gave him a half smile, waved, and then left the store.

            Two doctors, I thought, climbing back in the car. What would Dad tell the two doctors? Could his conscience be bothering him after all these years? Would he confess and say, “I killed my wife. She’s buried under a tree in my back yard.” What if he actually convinced them he’s telling the truth and they go looking for her? What would happen to me when they find the bones? I kept that secret. I told the same lie as my father, that she took off with some man and deserted us. Yeah, she was a drunkard who physically abused me, but he was never around when it happened.

            I snapped the seatbelt shut and sat there asking myself the same questions I had mulled over for years. What set him off that night when he returned home from his business trip? Afterwards he said he saved me, but I was already hiding in the closet, and he hadn’t seen the cigarette burns on my arms and legs. I slammed my fist down on the steering wheel. “Why can’t I ever get it straight? Think, you idiot! Why did he say he saved me?” I was in the closet. He never saw those marks on me. No one ever saw them, I reminded myself. Never, because she made me wear long sleeved blouses and long pants, even in the burning hot summer.

            I sat there for a few minutes, breathing in and out to calm myself, but it didn’t work. The faces of Harry and Marcy Kersten slipped into my mind. Tears filled my eyes and spilled over and down my cheeks. The chief said Emily, my good, forever friend found them. She’s got to be devastated. How many stormy nights did those two sweeties let me share their daughter’s bed because my father was out of town, and I was too afraid to stay in my house alone? Years of thundering, stormy nights, that’s how many. I swiped the tears off my cheeks. “Enough about me,” I muttered. “This time Emily needs me to be there for her.”

 

 

 

 




  CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

            Unlike the ghost town Merryville was becoming, Cauldwell was a bustling, thriving town with a lovely lake as a backdrop. Emily owned the bakery on Main Street, but I knew she wouldn’t be there, so I headed to her house two miles out of town.

            I parked across the street from her small bungalow. A perfect white picket fence surrounded the lush lawn, and the flower boxes that hung beneath the two front windows overflowed with bright, different colored petunias and twirls of ivy. I climbed up the three steps to the small, covered porch and stopped at the yellow front door with a dried flower-and-berry wreath that Emily made hanging on it.

            I swallowed, then raised my hand and knocked softly on the door. When no one came, I knocked a little harder. This time I heard the patter of little feet on the wooden floor. The door opened.

            “Hi ya, Suzee, my sweet darlin’,” I said to the blond-haired, four-year-old looking up at me.

            “Mommy is sick, Aunt Ginger,” she said softly, and then stuck her thumb in her mouth.

            I scooped the adorable, pink-turtle pajama-clad little girl up into my arms, and she laid her head upon my shoulder. “I know, sweetie. I’m going to try and make your mommy better,” I whispered into her soft curls.

            I pushed the door closed with the heel of my shoe, then headed down the hall and into the empty living room.

            “Mommy is in the back,” Suzee whispered against my neck.

            I walked into the small, spotless kitchen, and opened the back door to the fenced-in yard. Suzee still clung onto me when I stepped outside.

            Emily was sitting on a blue, plastic-strung beach chair, staring straight ahead.

            “Emily,” I whispered, kneeling in front of her. “I heard, honey.”

            She said nothing and didn’t turn to me.

            “My heart’s breaking for you.” I sat down on the grass before her. Suzee curled onto my lap and looked up at her mother.

            “Rob’s ship was docked in Norfolk for supplies,” she said like a robot. “His captain is flying him home tonight.”

            “Mommy, Aunt Ginger’s gonna make you better,” Suzee said, crying and reaching up with her small hand to rub her eye.

            I rubbed her back and kissed her forehead.

            Emily stared down at her daughter.

            “She needs her mommy,” I said, lifting Suzee up and settling her on Emily’s lap.

            Emily pulled her daughter close, and kissed the top of her head.

            I saw her bottom lip quiver when she looked at me. I wanted to cry. I wanted to scream out loud for the pain I saw on my dear friend’s face. Instead, I placed my hand on her knee and squeezed it. I knew what she was feeling. Shock. Helplessness. This is not really happening to me. It’s a dream. I’ll wake up tomorrow and things will be different. “Can I get you some water? Can I make the two of you something to eat?”

            Emily shook her head and shut her eyes.

            “I know what you saw,” I said. “Emily, I’m so sorry. I wish I could erase that horrible picture from your mind.”

            She looked at me then. “Why, Ginger? Why them?” Tears streamed down her ashen cheeks and dropped onto her already wet white T-shirt. “I don’t understand. What did they do to deserve…”

            I squeezed her knee again. “I’m not leaving you until Rob gets home. Let’s go inside. I’ll make us some tea and give Suzee some milk and cookies.”

            Emily’s blue eyes bore into mine. “How could you stand it?”

            I stared back. “Stand what?”

            “What your mother did to you.”

            My mouth dropped open.

            “I saw the scars on your arms a couple of times when you were dressing in my bedroom.”

            “That happened a long time ago. I don’t want to talk about it.”

            “Monsters,” she burst out, tightening her arms around her child and breaking into heart-wrenching sobs. “They’re terrible, terrible monsters. They don’t deserve to live. They should all die. Murdered like they did to my mom and dad.”

            One monster has already murdered someone. I rose to my feet and took Suzee from her mother. And the killer who murdered her, my dad, is now wandering around and could have…

 

 

 

 




  CHAPTER NINE

 

 

            Emily’s husband, Rob, got home a little after two in the morning. I watched their emotional embrace that nearly broke my heart, and then silently slipped out of the house. I had to get home. I needed a couple of hours sleep before I had to get to work. Because there was no traffic on the roads, the ride home was quick. I didn’t stop to search for my father again. I was too tired and too emotionally drained to give a damn where he was or what he might be doing.

            No lights were on in the house when I parked on the driveway. I got out of the car, went directly to the trunk and took out a heavy wrench. My heart pounded as I walked to the house. Was my father in there? Was the axe killer in there? I had left the door unlocked, and now I was terrified to walk inside.

            The door was still unlocked when I turned the knob. I quickly flicked on the light switch when I stepped inside. I looked down the hall. My heart pounded. My forehead became slick with perspiration, Droplets slid down both sides of my face. “Dad!” I called out. “Are you home?” I grasped the wrench tighter and listened. Nothing. No sound. No reply. No creaking footsteps on the wooden floors. I closed the door, but didn’t lock it in case I had to escape.

            I walked down the hall and peered into the living room. No one was in there, and no one was in the kitchen. I looked in the three bedrooms, then walked halfway down the basement stairs to see if he was down there. The house was empty. I was alone, and every light in every room was now lit. I returned to the front door, double locked it, then pressed my back against it and let out a sigh of relief.

            When I entered my bedroom, I was still holding my weapon. When I climbed into bed fully dressed, the weapon was lying beside me. And when the dreams started again, my hand reached for the heavy wrench.

# # #

            I pasted a smile on my face when I entered the diner like I did every morning, and then headed to the back of the counter.

            “Where’s the cookies?” Charlie called out from the kitchen’s opening.

            “Didn’t have time to make any,” I answered. I grabbed the coffee pot as soon as I got behind the counter and started to refill customers’ cups. I saw Doug walk in. He nodded to me and then sat down at his usual table for two. I headed over to him with a cup of coffee. “Any news about…”

            He shook his head, took a sip of coffee, and then asked if my father was home.

            “No,” was all I said. I was about to walk away when he grabbed my arm.

            “Want us to look for him?”

            “No. Don’t waste your time. You need to find…” I didn’t have to finish my reply. He knew what I was going to say.

            Marty walked in for his Vampire special and I thought, here we go again. This day is going to start and finish like every other, but I was wrong. A couple of minutes later Doug got a call. He didn’t finish his coffee, and he didn’t have his usual breakfast. He dashed out of the diner without dropping any money on the table. Something had to be terribly wrong.

            People living in small towns are like bees in a hive. They buzz around. Same went for my regulars in the diner when they got wind of the murders on the local TV news station.

            “You hear about the Kerstens?” the mailman asked when I placed his plate of scrambled eggs on the table before him.

            “Yeah. Terrible,” I mumbled.

            “Heard they were stabbed dozens of times,” he added, stabbing his fork into the eggs.

            I cringed and walked away.

            Poor Harry and Marcy. By lunchtime, rumor had them stabbed, shot multiple times, and strangled in their bed. I didn’t correct anyone or tell them what really happened. I did my thing. Filled coffee cups, delivered food to the tables, and washed the counter and tables over and over again.

            Charlie did mention that his lawyer was writing up some papers, but I didn’t get into it with him. I just wanted to get
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